


Table of Contents 


Title Page 

Copyright 

Note from the Publisher 
Dedication 
Trademarks Acknowledgement 
Chapter One 

Chapter Two 

Chapter Three 
Chapter Four 
Chapter Five 

Chapter Six 

Chapter Seven 
Chapter Eight 
Chapter Nine 
Chapter Ten 

Chapter Eleven 
Chapter Twelve 
Chapter Thirteen 
Chapter Fourteen 
Chapter Fifteen 
Chapter Sixteen 
Chapter Seventeen 
Chapter Eighteen 
Chapter Nineteen 
Chapter Twenty 
Chapter Twenty-One 
Chapter Twenty-Iwo 
Chapter Twenty-IThree 
Chapter Twenty-Four 
Chapter Twenty-Five 
Chapter Twenty-Six 
Chapter Twenty-Seven 
Chapter Twenty-Eight 




















PATIENT 
PRIVILEGE 


ALLISON CASSATTA 





A SILVER PUBLISHING BOOK 


Patient Privilege 
Copyright © 2012 by Allison Cassatta 
E-book ISBN: 9781614956242 


First E-book Publication: August 2012 


Cover design by Reese Dante 
Editor: Geoffrey Greene 
All cover art and logo copyright © 2012 by Silver Publishing 


ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: This literary work may not be reproduced or 
transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic 
reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission. This 
book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your 
computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer to peer program, for 
free or for a fee, or as a prize in any contest. Such action is illegal and in 
violation of the U.S. Copyright Law. Distribution of this e-book, in whole or in 
part, online, offline, in print or in any way or any other method currently known 
or yet to be invented, is forbidden. 


All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual 
persons living or dead is strictly coincidental. 


If you see "free shares" offered or cut-rate sales of this title 
on pirate sites, you can report the offending entry to 
copyright@spsilverpublishing.com. 


This book is written in US English. 


PUBLISHER 


(WANED 


) PUBLISHING 


www.SPSilverPublishing.com 


NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER 


Dear Reader, 


Thank you for your purchase of this title. The authors and 
staff of Silver Publishing hope you enjoy this read and that 
we will have a long and happy association together. 


Please remember that the only money authors make from 
writing comes from the sales of their books. If you like their 
work, spread the word and tell others about the books, but 
please refrain from sharing this book in any form. Authors 
depend on sales and sales only to support their families. 


If you see "free shares" offered or cut-rate sales of this title 
on pirate sites, you can report the offending entry to 
copyright@spsilverpublishing.com. 


Thank you for not pirating our titles. 


Lodewyk Deysel 

Publisher 

Silver Publishing 
http://www.spsilverpublishing.com 


DEDICATION 


To all my fans, thank you for your support. 


In loving memory of my little brother. 


TRADEMARKS ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 


The author acknowledges the trademarked status and 
trademark owners of the following wordmarks mentioned 
in this work of fiction: 


Bengay: Pfizer Inc 
Formica: Diller Corporation 
Honda: Honda Motor Company 
Jacuzzi: Jacuzzi Inc 
Joan Rivers: Rosenberg, Joan Rivers 
Land Rover: Land Rover Corporation 
Mercedes: Daimler AG Corporation 
Palomar Hotel: Kimpton Hotel & Restaurant Group 
Snickers: Mars Incorporated 
Starbucks: Starbucks Corporation 
UCLA: Regents of the University of California, the 
California Corporation 
Volvo: Volvo 
Ziploc: SC Johnson and Son Inc 


CHAPTER ONE 


Perfectly fucking tragic—one cock was just like every 
other cock, nothing fresh, nothing new, just boring. Angel 
squatted to his knees, lowered his head and took the john's 
pasty, average-sized dick into his mouth. He drew circles 
around Mr No-Name's average girth with his tongue, licked 
down the shaft to the head and back again. Blowing a few 
of those plain, boring, average cocks bought Angel a room 
for the night, maybe some food, and almost always a hit—or 
two or ten—of whatever drug he chose at that moment. 
Right now, he wanted heroin. And by God, he would get it, 
even if that meant kneeling down in a slimy-ass alley and 
blowing some jerk who obviously wasn't getting it at home. 

Every time one of the little spikes at either corner of 
Angel's plump bottom lip hit the john's balls, the guy 
hissed, but then the sound rolled into a moan and Angel felt 
a pulse of excitement against his tongue. He almost wanted 
to stop blowing just so he could laugh. And he might've if 
he didn't have an intense desire to get this shit over with so 
he could get high. 

His thumb stroked back and forth between the guy's 
balls while he two-fingered the john's ass. This particular 
guy always came looking for Angel—said he wasn't like the 
other whores, said he made him come faster than anyone, 
and that gave the trick time to get back home to his wife 
and kids without any of them being the wiser. It would've 
been hard for a forty-something husband and father of 


three to explain to his family that he really had a proclivity 
for boys closer to his son's age. 

That shit just wouldn't fly. 

Whatever. Angel didn't give a damn about the guy or 
his family. He only cared about taking care of himself. 
Sucking and fucking bought him what he needed to get 
through a night in his shithole world, and that's how he'd 
been living since he'd packed up his clothes, hopped in his 
car, and ran away from his rich-boy life in Maine. 

Angel felt the trick reach down and grab a tight 
handful of his spiky black hair. He picked up the pace, head 
bobbing up and down, up and down. A warm, bitter 
explosion of cum hit the back of his throat. He hated that 
part, but those assholes paid extra for that shit. They 
appreciated it because their frumpy wives were too prim 
and proper to go down on them the way a man really 
wanted. 

With a grin spread across his lips, Angel wiped his 
mouth, stood, and held out his hand. The trick dropped 
three bills in his palm and Angel gave him a nod. "Good 
doin' business with ya, asshole," he said with a laugh as he 
spun and walked away. 

Five blocks north, a dealer was waiting with anything 
Angel could possibly want or need. That was the beauty of 
Los Angeles. That was the beauty of knowing the streets. 
He could get whatever the fuck he wanted, whenever the 
fuck he wanted. Then he'd walk a few more blocks to find 


some fleabag, no-tell motel to park it for the night while he 
got high. 

"Oh, if Daddy could see me now... the prick." 

He rounded the corner, black combat boots pounding 
against wet concrete. Rain made that part of the city smell 
like a sewer, like half the world had taken a shit and it all 
landed in LA. Honestly, he hated this place almost as much 
as he loved it. 

"You lookin' for me, boy?" his dealer called from the 
pitch-black of the alley. Angel almost walked right by. The 
boom of the big man's voice made him jump. As he 
searched the street, his eyes yo-yoed back and forth just to 
make sure there weren't any cops or narcs or anybody else 
that might screw up his plans. Then he ducked into the 
alley and out of the light so no one would see the deal 
going down. 

“Goddamn it, Trez, stop doing that shit to me," he said 


as their hands clapped together. 

Trez laughed so hard his whole huge-ass body shook. 
He smiled so wide his gold grill lit up like a beacon in all 
that darkness. Big motherfucker was scary as hell if you 
didn't know him. Scary as hell if you did. As long as Trez 
didn't get screwed with, everything was all good. But the 
moment he questioned someone's loyalty, that someone 
better hit the fucking road and fast. 


Angel slapped two bills in Trez's hand and the big man 
returned with a little baggy of white powder. Angel could 
already feel the tension easing, like just knowing in the 
next twenty minutes he would be high was enough, but it 


wasn't. Until that shit hit his veins, nothing would be 
right... or at least, right in the way he needed it to be. 

He didn't spend any time fucking around with Trez. 
He had a bag of smack in his hand, enough money to get a 
shitty room, and maybe even something to eat. Didn't really 
matter as long as he managed to take the edge off and 
quench the need he'd been fighting all day—the need to get 
high and forget his shitty life. 

There were three motels in that particular part of Los 
Angeles where Angel didn't mind laying his head. They 
were all completely disgusting, and no way in hell would a 
Sane person stay in any of them. But a broke, desperate 
man would. Angel saw the perfection in each one. They 
were quiet and cheap, though mainly just cheap. He could 
do his thing without getting busted. He could relax and 
maybe sleep. He considered those shitholes home. 

Well, the closest thing he had to a home. 

The motel he'd happened upon first looked like 
something out of a '60s horror movie. The lights flickered, 
and there were no cars in the driveway. He half expected to 
find a bloody hand in the ice bin, but that wouldn't stop him 
from getting a room. He just needed a place to get high and 
stay dry for a night or two. He needed a place to hide from 
his best friend while he did the one thing Jon always 
begged him to give up. 

Jon just didn't understand him. Sure, the kid's life 
wasn't perfect either, but it was better than Angel's. That's 
how Angel saw it anyway, only because Jon had all the looks 


that Angel didn't have. He could've easily been every gay 
man's and straight woman's wet dream: muscled and 
tanned, with blue eyes and long, blond hair that looked like 
silk. And he could dance like nobody's business. So instead 
of letting strange men shove their cocks into random 
orifices for a couple hundred bucks, Jon got to dance half- 
naked on bars and make three or four times the money 
Angel did. 

Angel, on the other hand, had nearly half his body 
tattooed or pierced and black spiky hair jutting up from a 
makeup-covered face. The getup—all the way down to the 
black on black he was always rocking—made his skin look 
pale and his eyes look dark. The whole package, tats and 
all, made him look scary, and everyone knew that was the 
key to surviving the streets. People always said if Angel 
would just do something with his hair, ditch the makeup 
and wear clothes that didn't look they'd been pulled out of 
Dracula's shredder, he would be hot, but he liked his look. 
Fuck the conformists, right? 

He sat down on the creaky edge of a stinky-ass motel 
bed and stared down at the bag in his hands. Part of him 
hated the idea that those little white granules of bliss had 
so much power over him, while another part thanked God 
some sorry son of a bitch somewhere had been smart 
enough to figure out the shit could get people high. 

Digging in his coat pocket, he fished out a little black 
leather pouch. Shaky fingers pulled the zipper around until 
the pouch fell open. Inside was a bent spoon with a 


blackened bottom, a needle, and a tourniquet. He had 
everything he needed for a quick trip to the moon. It was a 
simple matter of burning down some of the powder, 
injecting it into his veins, and forgetting everything in his 
fucked-up world. He could forget about the cock he sucked 
just to get by, forget about his piece-of-shit parents. And if 
he really had the balls to do it, he could even let himself 
forget about Jon—the jealousy, the desire and the joke their 
relationship had become over the years. 

With the rubbery end of the tourniquet between his 
teeth, Angel pulled hard and thumped his arm until a thick 
blue vein rose to the surface of his pale skin. He stared 
down at the vein and thought about everything he'd put 
into it, the shit he'd done to his body. Only twenty-five years 
old and he wondered how the fuck he'd managed to stay 
alive. He wondered how he'd managed to stay clean when 
half the dudes he'd known since he'd moved to LA had died 
of AIDS or a drug overdose. Angel wasn't scared, though, 
not enough to stop. Or maybe he just didn't give a shit 
enough to clean up his act. 

Guess he figured God still loved this little fucked-up 
fag. 

He pressed the needle against his flesh, piercing 
through to that thick blue vein. He pulled back on the 
plunger, watched his blood mix with the shit in the syringe, 
then pushed down and pumped a heavy dose of heroin into 
his body. In minutes, maybe seconds, nothing would matter 
anymore. He'd be somewhere else, somewhere far away 


from the hell of his existence, somewhere far away from 
the joke of living life in his body. 

He fell back against the bed. The syringe rolled out of 
his hand and hit the floor. The tourniquet loosened and the 
high consumed him. He was so far gone he didn't even hear 
his phone ringing. It would've been Jon anyway, calling to 
check in on him, making sure he wasn't getting fucked up. 
Too late. 

Then, the crashing of the hotel door and the pissed-off 
sound of his best friend growling, "What the hell, bro?" 
started pulling him away from his high. 

Angel laughed, eyes rolling back in his head. He lifted 
his hand a few inches from the mattress, fingers wagging 
to call Jon over. 

"I've been looking for you all night, asshole! You're 
going to sit there and laugh at me?" Jon stalked toward the 
bed, arms crossed over his chest. He muttered, "God, I 
don't know why I put up with your shit." 


“Because you're in love with me," Angel somehow 
managed to mumble through his high. "You've been in love 
with me since we met. Admit it." 

"Go to hell," Jon said in a soft, defeated voice. 

Angel only smiled as his eyes fluttered closed again. 
He just wanted to ride out the high, but Jon barging in had 
sort of ruined that chance. 

"Angel? Angel, wake the fuck up!" Jon demanded. 

Angel felt the entire mattress jostle, like Jon had just 


kicked the shit out of it. He didn't budge though, didn't 


even bat a lash. The heroin high crashed into his 
consciousness and drowned out everything around him. 

"Dammit!" Jon bit out, slapping Angel's face so hard it 
made a loud clap which stung his ears almost as much as 
the hit stung his face. "Wake up!" 

Angel's eyes slowly opened. His lips curled into a 
playful grin as he wrapped his arms around Jon's tiny waist. 
He pulled his friend down into a kiss, thrusting his tongue 
deep into Jon's mouth. 

Jon slapped the hell out of him again. "You're an 
asshole." 

"What did I do?" 

"This!" 

Angel watched Jon lean down and when he popped 
back up, he had the used needle carefully held between his 
thumb and forefinger. To Angel's eyes, Jon looked like 
nothing more than a blur of color. Angel only saw the 
needle, the drugs he'd left behind. He only saw the promise 
of another high. 

"You're going to end up dead," Jon mumbled. 

A devious grin stretched across Angel's face. He eyed 
Jon for a long minute before reaching out and grabbing a 
fistful of his best friend's beautiful, golden-colored hair. His 
other hand locked over Jon's crotch. He pulled Jon down 
until their noses touched. "Not so dead, am I?" 

Angel's teeth clamped down on Jon's lower lip as his 
fist tightened in his best friend's hair. He pulled Jon—by 
hair and lip—down to the bed beside him. "Don't fucking 


move," Angel said. He jumped up from the worn mattress, 
stumbled forward and went to his tattered backpack. He 
dug around until he found the lube and a condom. And 
when he spun back around, he grinned at Jon with a gleam 
in his eye. 

"Strip," Angel demanded as he began to take off his 
own clothes. 

Jon flinched. 

The sight, the feel of the power he had over Jon made 
a pleasant tingle shoot down Angel's spine and his cock 
twitched. No matter how pissed pretty boy wanted to be, he 
always wanted to fuck Angel more. And Angel always met 
Jon's willpower and anger with double the lust. He'd thrust 
all that desire into Jon's hot body until blondie came and 
writhed and cried out to God. 

Angel left his clothes pooled on the floor. He tossed 
the condom between Jon's muscled thighs. Jon reached 
down to grab it, and as he started to unwrap the rubber, 
Angel slipped two lubed fingers into his tight ass. He 
watched Jon's hands tremble as the kid tried like hell to 
unroll the damn condom without coming all over the place. 

In and out, in and out, a little faster and harder each 
time, Angel's fingers dove deep into Jon's body. And 
somehow, Jon managed to roll the condom down Angel's 
hardened cock. He smiled as Jon looked up with eyes that 
begged for so many unspoken fantasies, things Jon had 
hinted around about in the past, but had apparently been 
too embarrassed to ask for. 


Angel leaned down and clamped his teeth over Jon's 
pierced nipple, his tongue flicking the silver ring back and 
forth with the same rhythm as his fingers. Jon whimpered. 
Angel knew he wanted to beg to be taken, but begging 
wasn't allowed. Neither was coming before Angel gave him 
permission. And somehow, maybe by some freak-of-fucking- 
nature willpower or some shit, Jon always managed to hang 
in there until he got his orders. 

With his free hand, Angel fisted Jon's hair. "Roll over," 
he demanded after he released his best friend's nipple from 
the vice of his teeth. 

Jon did just as Angel commanded and raised his ass in 
the air. Angel thrust his cock inside him and wrenched the 
blond ponytail until Jon's back bowed. Angel didn't go easy. 
He always loosened his playmate up first, but he never 
went easy once his dick got involved. He slammed inside, 
pulled back slowly then slammed inside again. He rolled 
and thrust and pushed and pumped against Jon's ass while 
the guy moaned and groaned beneath him. Angel loved that 
about fucking Jon; the kid could take whatever he dished 
out, and most times, beg for more. 

Jon's legs opened a little wider. His back arched and 
his ass raised a little higher, cheeks spreading as Angel's 
more-than-average girth spread his warm opening. "Oh 
God," Jon moaned as Angel stroked that special spot inside 
his body. A few more thrusts and he would be milking Jon 
for every drop he had. 


"You like that?" Angel rolled his hips and wrenched 
back on Jon's hair. 

"Mhm," escaped Jon's lips despite his biting down on 
the bottom one. 

“You ready to come?" 

"Please," Jon whimpered. 

Angel pulled back harder on Jon's hair, enough so 
when he leaned forward, his lips could almost touch Jon's 
ear. He said, "You have my permission, boy." Then he thrust 
Jon forward and slammed hard inside him, pulled back and 
slammed home again. 

A release that could've been felt three worlds over 
shot through Jon's body. He cried out to God and begged 
Angel not to stop. Angel let go of his hair and started 
pounding faster and faster as Jon came... all over the nasty- 
ass comforter Angel would be sleeping under tonight. 

The fleshy walls surrounding Angel's cock clenched 
and released with each breath Jon took. He kept the kid's 
ass in the air as he finished himself off. Once satisfied, he 
kissed the center of Jon's back and pulled his flaccid cock 
out of that glorious warmth. A hiss left both their lips and 
Jon collapsed on the bed. Angel pushed up from his friend's 
body then sauntered to the bathroom as if nothing had 
happened. 

Angel ripped the condom off his cock and tossed it into 
the bathroom trashcan. As he washed his hands, he stared 
at himself in the mirror. Streaks of black mascara and black 
eyeliner rained down from his slack, brown eyes and over 


his gaunt cheeks. Sweat beaded on his brow, weaving 
around the little silver bar beneath his thick brown 
eyebrows. He hated the man staring back at him, hated 
what he'd become in his quest to find his freedom, but hey, 
at least he'd gotten far away from his shithead father. At 
least now, he could call himself a man. 

"If only the kids back home could see me now," he 
muttered. He looked nothing like the conservative rich boy 
from Maine anymore. 

Without bothering to put on any clothes, he sauntered 
back into the room, cock swinging in the breeze. He 
plopped down on the bed next to Jon's sweaty, limp body, 
reached into his goodie bag and pulled out a joint. Some 
people wanted a cigarette after sex. Angel wanted to get 
high. 

"You staying the night?" he asked. 

"You want me to?" 

"Whatever." Angel shrugged. He knew Jon well enough 
to know the kid was fishing. Jon wanted Angel to ask him to 
stay, to show a little emotion or some of that romantic 
bullshit Jon seemed to be so fond of. He probably wanted 
Angel to bust out the big "L" word, but he wouldn't do it. 
Angel didn't love, and he sure as hell would never beg Jon— 
or anyone else for that matter—to stay the night with him. 

"I guess I'll stay," Jon finally said. 

"Cool," Angel said as he tucked a folded arm behind 
his head, closed his eyes and took a long, hard pull from 
the joint. 


CHAPTER TWO 


No matter how many times Erik walked through the 
halls of West Clinic, he couldn't get used to the sickly 
yellow hue of the place. How did they expect people to get 
better when everywhere those poor patients looked 
reminded them of just how messed up their lives had 
become? Hell, even the nurses looked like they were 
dancing on the edge of death. But somehow, they all made 
it work. Somehow, the entire staff of West Clinic always 
managed to turn out patients who rarely ended up coming 
back or found their way into programs elsewhere. It was a 
pretty awesome track record, all things considered. 

"Hey, Dr Daniels," one of the younger, newer nurses 
said with a grin and a wave. 

Erik raked his fingers through his drab brown hair and 
cut his hazel eyes away as he staged a nervous smile for 
her. She always got a little flirty with him and he never had 
the heart to tell her not to bother. He would hate to let such 
a sweet girl down. 

"Hey, Roni." 

“Want to meet for drinks after work?" she asked. 

Now, that was laughable—prancing through a rehab 
clinic, asking one of the doctors out for drinks. "No, I can't. 
Too much to do." Not to mention the fact Erik was a 
recovering alcoholic, just over a year sober—though few 
people knew that little fact. 


"Okay," she said, quickly looking away. Her face 
flushed red as she tucked a fallen blonde curl behind her 
ear. He felt bad for continually rejecting her, but he just 
wasn't interested. Nothing personal. 

Sadly, plenty of the women at the clinic seemed to 
have a thing for him. They were nice and made his transfer 
from San Francisco to Los Angeles a lot easier, but Erik 
Daniels wasn't a ladies' man. He had zero interest in the 
fairer sex, actually. Not that he really wanted to date right 
now anyway. He'd spent the last year and a half pining over 
the man he'd fallen in love with just after med school. 

Right now, Erik only wanted to save lives. 

"I should go," he said with a soft smile. "I have things I 
need to get done before I leave." 

"Right." Roni's blush deepened. She chewed the edge 


of her lip and spun on her heel to make her getaway. 

Poor thing, Erik thought. It was sad really and maybe a 
bit of his own fault. Anyone would've mistaken him for a 
straight man. He wasn't macho, but wasn't at all effeminate 
either. He was just Erik—khakis and a V-neck sweater or 
polo-shirt, according to the weather. Brown or Black 
leather loafers, depending on the color of his top. Wire- 
rimmed glasses. Modest hair-cut. Just plain ol' Dr Daniels, 
the doctor everyone seemed to love—everyone save for the 
one person who truly mattered, the one person he no 
longer had. 


At thirty-three years old, he'd had more and lost more 
than most people do before they die. Losing Marshall hurt 
far worse than anything else, though. Throwing away six 
beautiful years with a man who loved him had nearly 


destroyed him. Just thinking about the night he'd lost his 
love and almost lost his life made his heart ache. 

Christ, he could still remember the look on Marshall's 
face when he'd stumbled into their house in the early 
morning hours. Erik had reeked of booze—probably 
whiskey. That'd been his drink of choice back in those days. 
He and Marshall fought nearly every time they came in 
contact with each other. Marshall had asked him to slow 
down so many times, and then he'd just seemed to give up 
trying. 

Early that morning, sometime before sunrise, Marshall 
met Erik at the front door and demanded he get the hell 
out of the house. He didn't want to see Erik's face ever 
again. Erik had laughed and headed back out to the car 
he'd just stumbled out of. Turning the keys in the ignition, 
he'd hit the road. He hadn't known where he would end up. 
He'd just started driving, and not even ten miles into his 
journey, he'd had a head-on collision with a parked car. 

The cops said Erik had to have been doing about sixty 
miles an hour for the damage he'd done. Three weeks after 
the accident, he'd woken up in the hospital with absolutely 
no recollection of what happened that night, no job, no 
home, and no Marshall. So he'd checked himself into rehab, 
hoping to heal the emotional scars while his body fought to 
heal the physical. 

Just over a year later, he seemed to have his life in 
some sort of order again. He'd returned to his career of 
choice: helping the people everyone else thought were 


hopeless, the people life gave up on. But he didn't do itina 
swank San Francisco office anymore. He didn't have his 
amazingly handsome partner to go home to, and every 
waking hour of his life he had to remind himself how he'd 
lost everything to booze. 

His loafers clapped against the linoleum as he fought 
to push away the memories of his life's greatest 
disappointment. He knew he would be no good to his 
patients if he couldn't get over his own pain, and the boy 
whose room he headed toward needed his complete focus. 

Eric pressed his palm against the door of his most 
tragic patient's room. Poor kid had never been given a 
chance. His mom smoked crack during her entire 
pregnancy, and because of her bad decisions, baby Chris 
had been born an addict. He'd started on the light stuff at 
an early age, said it made everything that came with being 
a crack-addicted child a little easier. After the cops hauled 
his mother away, he moved to the streets. Now, at thirteen 
years old, Chris was addicted to meth. 

At least Erik had managed to make more headway 
with him than anyone else. The kid finally started to talk to 
people, letting them get close. In fact, Roni could now go 
into his room without him screaming bloody murder and 
throwing pillows or bed linens or shoes at her. 

"Heya, Chris," Erik said as he stepped into the kid's 
darkened room. "How we doing today?" 

"It's a good day, Doc," the kid said. 


Erik could see the sweat clinging to Chris's forehead. 
He saw his trembling hands as Chris hugged his legs to his 
curled body. He'd apparently been lying in bed, writing in 
his journal, something that seemed to take his mind off the 
detox his body went through. 

"What are you writing?" Erik asked as he nodded 
toward the journal Chris had left open, but face down 
beside him. 

"Fantasy," the kid mumbled. "Where's my chocolate?" 

“How could I forget?" Erik reached in the messenger 
bag slung around his back and pulled out a king-sized 
Snickers bar. He tossed it on the bed and Chris beamed. 
Erik loved that he could make the kid smile, but his smile 
reminded the world that meth had nearly destroyed him. 
There were empty holes in the spots where adult teeth 
should be. The teeth he had left were black and yellow. Erik 
swallowed and looked down at the chair he normally sat in 
for their little visits. 

"Fantasy, huh? Like sci-fi or paranormal?" he asked as 
he took a seat next to the bed. 

"Dr D, I told you, I don't do that wussy, chick-lit stuff. 
No bratty teen-agers and their vampire crushes. My worlds 
aren't even on this planet!" His eyes widened with 
excitement. "Cody, that guy that's like... five rooms down, 
he said he'd draw the art and we'd make our own comic 
books. How cool is that, Dr D?" 

"Pretty cool, Chris. Will you make me into a 
superhero?" 


They both laughed. Yeah, Chris was definitely having a 
good day... a very good day. Two days ago, he cried and 
threw up everything he tried to eat. Kept mumbling about 
how he wouldn't survive. Erik really worried. Now, seeing 
the kid thrive in the worst possible conditions, Erik loved 
this part of his job. This was the reason he kept coming to 
work. 

After nearly an hour had passed, Chris kept on and on 
about his story, and the comic book he and Cody would 
start. No one mentioned drugs or rehabilitation. Erik 
learned long ago if he just let the patients have their 
moments and enjoy their good times, they would learn to 
trust a lot faster, and their healing would go a lot more 
smoothly. 

So tonight, when Erik finally had a chance to lie down 
and try to sleep, he would have a smile on his face, because 
somehow, he'd managed to reach the unreachable. He 
wouldn't dwell on his lonely life without his ex-partner, or 
how badly he wanted to go back to San Fran and tell 
Marshall he was sorry and he'd screwed up. He would think 
of the kid everyone said didn't have a chance in hell, and 
this would all still be worth it, even without the love of his 
life. 


CHAPTER THREE 


Dropping his worn brown leather messenger bag on 
the kitchen table, Erik breathed a sigh of relief. It felt good 
to be home again. Twelve-hour shifts at West Clinic were 
kicking his ass, but apparently, they needed him... or 
rather, those kids needed him. He had been named the 
foremost drug addiction counselor in the area. Every 
concerned parent wanted Erik treating their addicted 
child... that is, every concerned parent who couldn't afford 
private, high-end healthcare. And with all the budget cuts, 
the staff had been trimmed down to almost nothing, so it 
wasn't like they had a ton of doctors to choose from. 

Erik stopped at the coffeemaker. Caffeine made for a 
great "lonely man's" dinner. As he started a ten-cup pot of 
leaded goodness, he couldn't help but laugh. He'd traded 
one addiction for another: alcohol for caffeine. At least this 
one didn't turn him into an incoherent asshole. It actually 
kept him from stumbling about his day as a... well, an 
incoherent asshole. 

Just as he reached toward the cabinet to grab his 
overdose-sized coffee mug, he noticed the red light flashing 
on his answering machine. He frowned, tilting his head. A 
little mutter of confusion tickled his throat and slipped 
between his pursed lips. No one ever really called him, only 
his mother—who, by the way, could talk the ears off Joan 
Rivers. Nobody else had time for Dr Morose and the world 
of the melancholy. And believe it or not, the idea didn't 


really bother him. He didn't mind the downtime. After all, 
people talked to him about their problems all damn day. 

The little red indicator kept flashing. Did he really 
want to know? It was probably a bill collector or something 
anyway. But Erik Daniels had one more annoying habit that 
he couldn't seem to shake—his obsessive compulsive 
disorder. The OCD won every time. 

He reached down, pressing the play button on the 
machine. 

"Erik." The voice made his spine straighten and his 
heart sink. "It's Marshall." As if he wouldn't remember that 
velvety voice. "I, um... I just wanted to check on you. I hope 
you're doing okay. Hope LA is treating you well." God, it 
would be so much better if Marshall had come with him. 
"Look, I... I'm coming to town in a few weeks. I'm supposed 
to give a journalism seminar at UCLA. I'll be there for a few 
days. I would love to see you, maybe have lunch. Anyway, 
please, give me a call." 

The machine beeped before Marshall could've said "I 
love you," not that he would end a call that way anymore. 
Marshall had once told Erik he would always love him, but 
things changed—people changed. 

Damn, he missed San Francisco so much. 

"Shit!" The word hissed from between his slightly 
parted lips. He leaned against the counter with his hand 
over his face while the wheels in his brain churned. Erik 
just didn't know if he could face Marshall right now. He 
hadn't really moved on. That particular break-up almost 


killed him—literally. It had taken just over a year to get his 
life back together. He finally had a firm grasp on reality. 
And now, the one addiction he missed the most wanted to 
have a lunch date. 

"No. I can't do it. I can't." 

He started pacing back and forth, imagining what it 
would be like to see Marshall again, thinking up every 
possible scenario, every possible disaster. Erik would 
grovel. The moment Marshall turned to leave, Erik would 
break down and beg him not to. He could see it as clearly, 
as vividly as he could see the stark, outdated mess of a 
kitchen surrounding him. 

The alarm on the coffee maker beeped and gave him a 
start. He nearly climbed out of his skin. 

"I'm losing my mind," he mumbled as he reached for a 
mug. 

Only Marshall could make him doubt his sanity like 
that. Only Marshall could make him uproot his life and 
bend his will until it broke. 

"God, help me. I want to see him." 

With a sigh, Erik filled the mug then headed toward 
the bathroom. Something about sipping coffee while 
soaking in a tub of hot water made everything seem so 
much better despite how dire or dangerous or exciting 
things might be. He sat his mug down on the vanity and 
started to strip. His gaze wandered down his body, taking 
in every single jagged pink scar from the accident that had 


changed his life. They were little reminders of how badly 
he'd messed everything up. 

Erik eased himself down into the scalding water of his 
bathtub. It wasn't the Jacuzzi tub he'd once owned back in 
San Francisco when life had been as perfect as he could've 
ever dreamed it being, but it was big enough that he could 
submerge most of his six-foot, two-inches into the water. He 
was mostly legs. They could hang over the edge of the tub 
because those muscles weren't the ones playing hell with 
him right now. His neck had been giving him fits since he'd 
listened to Marshall's message. 

"Lunch," he grumbled. "He wants a lunch date with 
me, after all this time with no contact, no calling to see if I 
was Okay or anything. Now, he wants a lunch date?" 

Erik could act offended, act a little pissed off, but in 
reality, he would jump on any opportunity to see Marshall 
again, even if a simple date had the very real possibility of 
breaking his heart again. He still loved that gorgeous 
genius. There was no denying it, but what wasn't to love 
about Marshall? Brains, beauty, personality, and heart—the 
guy had it all. He was the total package. 

And Erik had let him slip away. 

He sank further into the tub. He'd never admit it to 
anyone, but he still fantasized about being with Marshall. 
The things that man could do with his body... the thought 
sent a shiver down Erik's spine. Maybe he should be 
ashamed, but every time he thought about Marshall and 
the love they use to make, he'd get an excited twitch 


between his legs, a sudden tightening and throbbing. And 
thank God he lived alone or some poor, unsuspecting 
someone might've walked in on him relishing his fantasies 
with his right-hand friend. 

Closing his eyes, Erik reached down and rubbed his 
palm back and forth over the length of his flaccid penis. It 
would only take a second of stroking and imagining 
Marshall's lips gliding up and down his shaft before he 
hardened completely. 

What he wouldn't give to have his beautiful ex- 
partner's hand on his erection right now. Oh, who was he 
kidding? He would've given anything to have Marshall in 
the same room with him, the same bed. He would've sold 
his soul to have Marshall back in his life. 

With a hard sigh, he tried to push the sadness aside, 
tried to remember the good in their relationship and not 
the disastrous end. He thought about the nights he'd spent 
wrapped in his partner's arms, the many hours they'd spent 
pleasuring each other's bodies. Depending on the mood, it 
might've been Erik plunging into Marshall's warm depths 
or vice versa. Neither of them had an absolute proclivity for 
being the dominant one. They would give and take, and 
that arrangement worked well for them. Erik had never 
found anyone like that before, and he hadn't really 
bothered trying since. 

Gripping his erection a bit harder, he toyed with the 
delicate flesh as his hand moved up and down his shaft. He 
imagined it was Marshall's hand. Imagined Marshall's lips 


pressed against his chest as his ex-partner trailed kisses up 
the line of his body to his throat. His pulse raced down to 
his thighs, sac tightening, shaft throbbing. Moaning loudly, 
he cried out Marshall's name as the pressure built below. 

"Oh, God! Yes, Marshall! Yes!" he cried out as his hand 
picked up the pace. "That's right, baby. Just like that!" And 
in a matter of seconds, Erik's orgasm erupted all over his 
hand and left him panting, his head resting on the edge of 
the tub. 

For a moment, he wondered what his therapist 
would've said if she knew about his tendency to live out his 
fantasies in such a way. He wondered if she would call him 
crazy or tell him he needed to let go. He had the training. 
He knew he needed to move on and let go, but Marshall 
wasn't an easy one to walk away from. Truth be told, the 
man still had a very big piece of his heart. 

As soon as Erik eased out of the tub and began to dry 
himself off, the phone rang. For a moment, he thought 
about letting it go to voicemail. After all, it was probably 
work or his mother, neither of whom he wanted to talk to at 
the moment, not after his single-handed serenade to lost 
love. That was almost as bad as getting caught swearing in 
church. But what if someone needed him? 

Water still dripping from his body, he darted out of the 
bathroom and into the bedroom, launched himself across 
the bed, and reached for the phone. He didn't bother 
checking the caller ID. Again, it would've been one of two 
people. 


"Hello?" he said in a ragged rush of breath. 

"Erik?" It was Marshall's voice. 

The sound made Erik's heart stop for a second. 
Marshall had pretty much caught Erik red-handed— 
metaphorically speaking, of course. "Hey, um... how are 
you?" 

"I'm... I'm good," Marshall said. "How are you?" Erik 
could've sworn he heard a whole lot of caution in 
Marshall's tone. 

“Good. Working a lot, but good." 

"That's good. Hey, did you get my message?" 

"Oh, yeah. Yeah, um... I got it. So, UCLA?" 

"Yeah, I'll be there for two days. I was..." Marshall 
paused and Erik could hear him shifting on what sounded 
like the bed. "I sort of hoped you would meet me for lunch." 

Erik brushed the fallen strands of moist brown hair 
back from his face as he rolled onto his back. He stared up 
at the ceiling and wondered for a moment, if this "date" 
meant they had a chance of working things out or would it 
leave him heartbroken and miserable again. 

“Lunch is good," he finally said. 

"So, Monday, maybe? I can call you around noon." 

"Sure thing." 

There was a long, uncomfortable silence, like both of 
them were waiting for the "I love you" before they said 
goodbye. Erik still loved Marshall, no doubt about it, but 
did his ex feel the same way? 


"Yeah," Marshall finally said, "I guess I'll talk to you 
then." 

“Sure. Take care, Marshall." 

"You too, Erik." 

They hung up and Erik held the phone to his lips. He 
wanted to be stronger than this. Why couldn't he just walk 
away from the love they'd once had? Maybe because Erik 
wasn't that kind of guy. His heart had been fully invested in 
their relationship and now the damn thing ached too badly 
to ignore. 

God help him, he wished that call had been Marshall 
begging him to come back or offering to come to him. He 
could almost walk away from this life, walk away from LA 
and West Clinic, for the man he still loved. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Angel rolled out of Jon's arms and out of the bed, 
practically falling on the floor on his way out. When he'd 
fallen asleep the night before, he hadn't been wrapped in a 
damn vice grip, but this morning, he had to pry himself out 
the dude's grip. He'd talked to Jon about that shit before, 
told him he didn't like that cuddling crap. Angel just wasn't 
that kind of guy. 

Shaking his head, he grabbed his goodie bag and 
headed for the bathroom. One thing he never did in front of 
Jon—sleeping or not—was shoot up. Jon knew what he did, 
knew all of his filthy habits, but to actually let the kid see 
it... it seemed pretty damn wrong. Why not let Jon keep 
believing the world could be some beautiful, rainbow- 
colored place where he could dance his troubles away 
beneath the glow of club lights. It worked for Jon. It paid 
Jon's bills and kept him in a comfortable home, one he'd 
begged Angel to share with him. Not a chance. Angel didn't 
roll like that. 

He quietly shut the bathroom door, locked it behind 
him then sat down on the fugly toilet. The lid had already 
threatened to dump him off not once, but three times since 
he'd been there, and he swore to God if it did it again, he 
would rip that porcelain piece of shit off the floor and toss 
it through the front window of his room. 

First he pulled out the little plastic baggy with his 
dope. It was starting to look a little pathetic, and Angel 


knew he would have to fix that before he got desperate. 
Only problem was, he'd spent all his cash last night, which 
meant he'd have to work a corner just to earn back enough 
bills to cover another baggy of the good stuff. 

Next, he pulled out a syringe and the long, thick strip 
of rubber. He'd swiped the tourniquet from the clinic where 
he got checked for all the gross diseases a kid like him 
could pick up on the streets. So far, so good. He'd gotten a 
clean bill of health every time. That gave him a damn good 
reason to keep his faith in God. 

One hand cupped the baggy while the other dipped a 
spoon down into the white, powdery goodness. He pulled 
back a little more than he needed, but screw it. What would 
a little more hurt? Angel dropped the baggy on the grimy 
vanity and grabbed his lighter. He pressed the flame to the 
underside of the spoon and watched that shit boil down 
into liquid serenity. 

Christ, his body acted like he hadn't had any smack in 
weeks. He started twitching, his mouth watering. His hands 
started shaking so bad he could barely hold the spoon. 
"Fuck. Calm down. I'm gettin' there," he said to his 
tightening muscles. 

He put the spoon on the vanity and grabbed the 
syringe. Dipping the needle into the deepest curve, he drew 
back on the plunger, sucked up all the liquid heaven he 
could get. "Oh yeah, baby. Here we come." 

With one end of the tourniquet between his teeth and 
the other tied around the top of his arm, he pulled tight, so 


tight his arm hurt from the skin pinching in the knot. He 
thumped his arm until a thick blue vein appeared and he 
had his road to felicity bulging beneath his flesh. 

Angel stabbed the needle into his arm, pulled back the 
plunger and sucked a little blood into the syringe. Taking a 
deep breath, he pressed the plunger on home and filled his 
veins with shit most people considered the fruit of the 
devil. Angel called it heaven. 

The high hit him almost immediately. He bolted up 
from the toilet seat and stumbled backward until the backs 
of his legs hit the side of the tub. With balance for shit and 
his reflexes on hiatus, he dropped the needle to the 
bathroom floor and fell back in the tub. 

He remembered seeing the black and white 
checkerboard pattern of the tile on his way down. He 
remembered grabbing the gross, slimy white shower 
curtain and pulling it down with him. Then his head hit 
something solid and beyond that, nothing. 

Somehow, in his mind he woke up on Christmas 
morning the year he'd come out of the closet to his family. 
His little sister sat on the floor, yelping about presents, but 
their dad wouldn't let her start until they'd prayed. After 
all, "Jesus was the reason for the season," or something like 
that. He could smell his mother's Christmas ham in the 
oven. Cakes and candies lined the kitchen counters. The 
Christmas tree still smelled of fresh pine. His entire family 
stood in the living room by the tree, holding hands and 


praying together. One big, happy family like they'd always 
been. 

That was the last time he'd ever been truly happy and 
the last time he'd believed someone honestly gave a shit 
about him. It was real and wholesome and warm, and 
Goddammit, why had he left in the first fucking place? He 
loved his mom and sister enough to endure the shit his dad 
put him through. So why in the hell didn't he grow a pair 
and tell his dad to go to hell? 

Because running away to be a junky whore in Los 
Angeles seemed so much easier. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


Monday morning. Erik stood in front of his mirror, 
raking his fingers through his bland brown hair longer than 
he normally would have. Every little hair had to be perfect. 
No five o'clock shadow. Nothing that could possibly make 
him look anything less than utterly desirable for his lunch 
date with Marshall. He'd even given consideration to the 
contacts he hated wearing, but the wire-rimmed glasses 
gave him an air of sophistication Marshall had always said 
he adored. 

He ran his hands down the crisp line of his hunter 
green dress shirt, made sure the buttons aligned perfectly 
with the zipper of his khakis and the modest silver buckle 
of his brown leather belt—the gig line, his father used to 
call it. With a nod, and nearly thirty minutes of wasted 
time, he decided he looked as good as he ever would. If 
Marshall didn't appreciate the care he'd taken, then oh, 
well. His loss. 

Grabbing his messenger bag, Erik left his apartment 
and went down to the beater he'd bought after moving to 
LA. He'd heard people liked to steal cars around those 
parts, and he didn't have the time or patience to deal with 
cops and insurance companies if something like that 
happened to him. So, a used Honda Accord replaced the 
sleek black Volvo he'd totaled in his drunken fit. And 
honestly, the Honda made him a happier man. 


Since he'd taken the extra time in front of the mirror, 
he would have to skip his daily stop at Starbucks and head 
straight for West Clinic—and pray the complete absence of 
caffeine in his system didn't turn him into an utter pain in 
the ass. He pulled into the parking lot and straight into the 
space set aside for him before heading inside. 

As he walked the faded yellow halls and met all the 
nurses' sweet, smiling faces, he couldn't help but think 
about Marshall. What did he honestly hope to get out of his 
lunch date with his ex? Besides the obvious anyway. Did he 
think Marshall would take him back? Did he think his ex 
would vow his undying love to him? 

"Dr Daniels! Dr Daniels!" Roni called from the end of 
the hall, but he was so involved with his thoughts about 
Marshall, he didn't hear her frantic voice. "Dr Daniels!" she 
cried out again, and this time, Erik actually heard her. 

His head whipped back just as Roni's footsteps 
became louder. Absolute panic filled her face. He frowned 
and reached out to touch her arm. "What's wrong?" 

"Chris," she panted. "He tried to kill himself. He's in 
the ER at County right now. He won't talk to anyone." 

At first, Erik didn't know what to do. He'd been 
making so much progress with Chris, and last night, when 
he'd left the clinic, Chris seemed fine. The news of a suicide 
attempt blew him away and knocked his brain a little off 
orbit. 

"What the hell happened?" 


"Bed sheets. He tried to hang himself." Tears filled 
Roni's eyes. She shook her head. "I don't know. He seemed 
fine at checks and when I came back to give him his 
meds..." Her tears started falling harder. 

Erik thumbed a tear from her cheek and said, "Shh... 
It's okay. Calm down." 
suddenly saw him as some sort of hero or something. Erik 
took a deep breath, scrubbed his hand over his face, and 


She stared up at him as if she 


then let the breath slowly ease through his pinched lips. 
"Okay... all right, I'm going to the hospital. I'll call as soon 
as I know something." 

Roni nodded as Erik turned to head out to the parking 
lot. He got back in his nondescript beater and headed 
toward the county hospital. He couldn't help but think 
about missing his date with Marshall, as selfish as that 
sounded. That poor kid needed his help, needed the 
therapist side of Erik to be there without distraction, but 
the rest of him couldn't stop thinking about his ex-lover. 

"God, get over yourself, Erik," he muttered, white- 
knuckling the steering wheel at two and ten. 

He arrived at the hospital, still trying to shake the 
thoughts of Marshall away while navigating through the 
emergency room. He'd been there a thousand times before, 
but today he felt like a mouse in a maze. No matter how 
hard he tried, he couldn't concentrate or even clear his 
head. Maybe he should've just stayed home. Maybe leaving 
the bed had been a bad idea. How was he supposed to help 
heal someone when he couldn't heal himself? 


"Dr Daniels?" a petite feminine voice called from 
behind him. Erik turned to find a nurse—who was just as 
small as her voice—standing there with a file in her hands. 
"Are you looking for your patient?" 

"Yes. Yes, I am," he stammered. His mouth dried, 
throat squeezing off the breath he'd taken. He tugged at his 
collar as she waved him down a hallway. He felt so damn 
ridiculous. 

"We've been expecting you," she said as she handed 
Erik the file. "A state representative should be on her way, 
but your nurse, Veronica, thought you would want to have a 
word with him before they came." 

"Thank you," he mumbled as he cracked open the file 
folder. 

They reached Chris's room, and the nurse waved him 
in, closing the door behind him. Erik sat down next to his 
patient's bed. The kid slept soundly. He seemed to be okay, 
content and taken care of. Erik wouldn't wake him. No 
sense in disrupting the first restful sleep the kid had had in 
God only knew how long. 

Erik looked over at the red ring around his patient's 
throat and sighed. He couldn't believe Chris seriously 
wanted to die. After all the time they'd spent together, Erik 
honestly thought he'd gotten through to the kid. Sure, 
Chris had had a hard life. He'd been born addicted to crack 
and followed in his mom's footsteps with the habit. At 
thirteen, he'd been in and out of foster care, in and out of 
Juvenile Detention, and had absolutely no home to call his 


own, but Erik really had hope for the kid. He'd finally seen 
a light in Chris's eyes that hadn't been there before. 

And the heartbreaking part of this situation—Erik 
would've gladly taken Chris home and shown him what 
having someone to care about him felt like. To make sure 
he ate right and did his homework and had someone there 
for him when he needed them. Erik would've taken him 
home and called him son, even though rules and legalities 
stood in his way. 


CHAPTER SIX 


Hours later, Chris finally woke up and Erik had a 
chance to speak with him for a bit before the social worker 
arrived and chased him away. Chris told him that he was 
tired, that's all, just tired. He said he didn't have it in him 
to fight anymore so he'd given up. 

Erik's heart broke. They'd made so much progress 
together and Chris seemed to be doing so much better. He 
wasn't having the night terrors anymore. The sickness had 
passed and he seemed to be on the road to full recovery— 
then this happened. What Erik wouldn't give to take that 
poor child away from this life. 

Before leaving the social worker to do her worst, Erik 
asked about adoption, what his chances might be of taking 
Chris into his home. She asked a bunch of questions that 
he'd almost been too embarrassed to answer, but he did for 
the sake of the kid. She looked at Erik and said, "I know 
you have the best intentions. I know you want to help him, 
but honestly, with your background and single-parent 
household—not to mention the fact that he is a patient of 
yours... well, it doesn't look promising." 

"What about being a foster parent?" Erik asked. "I can 
give him more love, attention, and help than most two- 


parent families. Could I be a foster parent?" 


"Dr Daniels," she said with a huff. Her face softened, 
features grave and frustrated, like no one had any hope for 
saving Chris from the system, and she almost felt bad about 
that. "I just don't see how that can work. You're his doctor, 


for God's sake. How can you be a good therapist to him and 
a good parent? Instinct and love can be blinding. You know 
that." 


"Right. Can I at least say goodbye to him?" 

She nodded and stepped aside so he could go back 
into Chris's room alone. 

With a heavy heart, Erik said goodbye to the boy and 
told him he would try to figure something out, but he knew 
there really wasn't anything more he could do. He hated 
that. The very system built to protect kids like Chris had 
failed him in a major way. 

He left the boy's room, went back to the nurses' 
station, and handed Chris's file back over—he didn't need it 
anymore. The state would take Chris away and nothing Erik 
could do would stop that. He asked the petite nurse for the 
phone so he could call back to West, and as he stood there 
with the receiver pressed to his cheek, all hell broke loose. 

Paramedics rushed by with a guy on a gurney. Erik 
clenched the receiver as he pulled it away from his ear, 
watching the mad rush of bodies. The kid on the gurney 
looked like he'd been on a week-long binge—body pale, 
eyes dark, bones pressing out against his thin skin. He had 
a line of track marks running the length of his arm. Nurses 
and doctors ran into a room with the kid and Erik couldn't 
help but watch. 

The thick wooden door slammed hard enough to give 
Erik a start. He turned back to face the nurses’ station, and 
thankfully, one of his favorites walked behind the desk just 
as he sat the phone back down. 


"Hey, Pam," he said. "That guy they just brought in, he 
overdosed, right?" She nodded. "Is he headed to West from 
here?" 

"I don't know, honey. He's an adult, so I guess he 
makes his own decision." 

"Okay, thanks, Pam." 

"No problem, Dr Daniels." 

Erik headed out to the waiting room. He had his cell 
phone in his hand, waiting to clear the ER floor before he 
dared to turn it back on. There was no way he would have 
time to make his lunch date with Marshall now. Maybe he 
could try again tomorrow. Maybe he could catch him for 
dinner tonight. He didn't care as long as he didn't miss his 
chance to meet up with his ex. 

With the phone pressed to his ear, he waited and 
waited to hear Marshall's voice. 

"Hello?" Marshall said. 

"Hey, it's Erik." 

"Oh, hey." There was a long pause. "Are you okay?" 

"I'm fine, I just..." Erik pressed through the double 
doors and spotted the blond kid sitting on the floor, 
hugging himself as he rocked back and forth. Erik frowned. 
"I'm, um... at the hospital—" 

“What happened?" Marshall interrupted. 

"What?" Erik watched the blue-eyed boy on the floor. 
"Oh, nothing. I'm fine. Well, as fine as I can be. I had a 
thirteen-year-old patient try to commit suicide today." 

"Oh, no." 


"Yeah." 

"Are you okay?" 

Erik leaned against the wall. Taking a deep breath, he 
said, "I'm fine, just worried about the kid. Look, I called 
because I can't make it for lunch. I don't want to leave until 
I know where they plan to send him. He'll go to another 
facility, but I would like to know which one." 

"Completely understandable," Marshall said. "We can 
always reschedule." 

"Thanks for understanding." 

"Of course I do." 

"Well, I'll call you when I know something, okay?" 

"Sure. Go take care of your patient. I'll look forward to 
hearing from you." 

Ending the call, Erik slipped the phone back into the 
pocket of his khakis and he couldn't help staring at the guy 
on the floor. It wasn't unlike Erik to approach a complete 
stranger and ask if they were okay, even if they clearly 
weren't. He knelt down beside the kid and held out a hand. 

"Hi, I'm Dr Daniels," he said. The boy stared up at him 
like he'd lost his mind. "You want to talk?" 

"Not really," the kid said as he wiped the tears from 
his eyes. 

"I understand." Erik tilted his head. He looked over his 
shoulder to the double doors then back down at the guy 
sitting on the floor. "Someone you care about in there?" 

"Yes," the kid said with an utterly devastated tone in 
his voice. 


"They wouldn't let you in?" 

He shook his head. 

“Want to know what's going on?" 

The boy nodded. 

Erik offered his hand again, and this time he took it. 
"I'm Erik... Dr Daniels," he said again. 

"Jon. I'm Jon." 

"Is your friend the one they just brought in?" 

"Yeah, he, um..." Jon's head lowered. He hugged his 
body tighter. "He OD-ed." 

"Heroin?" 

"Yeah." Jon's eyes widened. "How did you know?" 

"I saw the track marks on his arms. Look, I am a 
rehabilitation therapist at West Clinic." Erik reached in his 
pocket and pulled out a card. He put it in Jon's hand and 
said, "Your friend is an adult, so no one can make him go to 
rehab, but if he keeps going like this, it will kill him." 

"I know," Jon said. "I want him to get help. I... I can't 
lose him. I'm, um... the one who found him. He passed out 
in the shower and I couldn't wake him up. I tried. I 


couldn't. 1..." Jon's tears started falling again. Erik 
hesitated a moment, then wrapped an arm around Jon's 
shoulder. 

With a quiver in his voice, Jon continued and Erik 
listened patiently. "I woke up and the bed was empty. We'd 
fallen asleep together the night before, but when I woke 
up, he was gone. I banged and banged on the bathroom 


door. I knew he hadn't left because he never left without his 


backpack." Erik watched the muscles in the kid's throat 
wave as he swallowed. "I called his name. He never 
answered. Finally, I threw my body into the door and that's 
when I found him." 

Jon lowered his head. Erik rubbed the rounded edge of 
his shoulder, encouraging him to let it all out. "Half his 
body hung over the edge of the tub," Jon cried. "When I saw 
his face, his eyes were closed and his lips were blue. I 
thought he was dead. I thought he'd killed himself." To 
Erik's surprise, Jon buried his face against his chest. Erik 
hugged him tighter. "I've never been so scared in my life." 

"Finding someone you... love, in that situation, can be 
incredibly scary. You did good. Because of you, he'll 
probably survive." 

Jon gave him a weak smile, eyes glistening with a mix 
of tears and newfound hope. Another thing Erik knew when 
he saw it was the face of someone so completely lovesick 
their life hinged on the person they'd fallen for. He 
imagined having the same exact look in his own eyes every 
time he thought about Marshall. 

“How long have you two been together?" he asked, 
trying to lighten the mood a little. 

"Oh, we're not together." 

“But you want to be?" 

Jon looked up at him and frowned. "Is it that obvious?" 

"Not really. I just know what to look for." 

He placed his hand on Jon's back and guided him 
through the double doors, led him straight over to the 


nurses' station were Pam still worked on her charts and 
notes. As soon as he approached the desk, Pam's head 
raised again. 

"The boy in that room," he pointed to the door they'd 
wheeled Jon's friend through, "this is his significant other. 
He needs to be allowed in there as soon as the doctors are 
done, okay?" She smiled and gave a subtle nod. Erik looked 
back at Jon and said, "If you want to wait with me, you can. 
I'm not leaving any time soon." 

"T would like that," Jon said. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


The heart monitors wailed. Doctors and nurses ran 
into the overdosed kid's room. Erik watched every frenzied 
step they took. Then he swung his stare back to the blond 
kid he'd found in the hallway. He saw the panic in Jon's 
eyes, Caught a glimpse just before Jon lunged for the open 
door. Erik pulled him back, holding him in the hall while the 
hospital staff did their thing. "Calm down," Erik said. "They 
can't help him if we're in the way." 

"Get off of me!" Jon demanded, arms and legs kicking 
and swinging. 

Erik held him a little tighter, pulling him away from 
the door. "If you don't calm down, they won't let you back 
in the room." 

Jon instantly stilled in Erik's arms. He hung his head 
and said, "I just wanted to be there when he woke up." 

"You will be, but you have to stay calm." 

Erik let him go. He kept his eyes on Jon as the kid 
leaned against the wall. They both watched the room, 
waiting for something, anything. The door had been closed 
so they couldn't see what was happening inside and that 
only made matters worse. Erik reached out and gripped 
Jon's shoulder. That simple touch helped. It calmed him. Jon 
took a deep breath. 

In a soft voice he said, "Why would someone put 
himself through that kind of hell?" 


Pulling his hand back from Jon's shoulder, Erik hugged 
his own body as he leaned against the wall beside him. His 
own addiction hadn't been anything like that, but it had 
done irreparable damage. The sad thing about Erik's case 
was that he didn't know why he drowned his life in booze— 
he just did. It wasn't a matter of erasing some buried pain. 
He just enjoyed the feeling. 

“How much do you know about his past?" Erik finally 
asked. 

Jon shrugged. "I know he's from, like... Maine or 
something. He hates his dad. Says he's a real class-A 
bastard. I don't know." 

“Maybe he gets high to escape his past?" 

"Maybe." 

About that time, the door opened and the nurses all 
piled out. A surly old doctor with a wrinkled brow dressed 
in green scrubs headed straight for Erik. "He one of your 
patients?" 

"Not yet," Erik looked over at Jon, "but we're hoping 
that changes." 

"That kid is going to have a hard time coming down 
from that mess. I'm willing to bet he's been doing it a long 
time. We're going to run an EKG on him, but I'm pretty sure 
he has some severe heart damage. We've had a hard time 
keeping his heart rate up." The doctor's eyes shifted back 
and forth between them. He added, "You can go in, but no 
excitement, okay?" 


Erik shook the doctor's hand. Then they both went 
into the room and that's the first time Erik had a chance to 
get a good look at the patient, at the smooth surface of his 
skin and his almost heart-shaped face. Matted black hair 
clung to his head, and his eyes looked sunken and empty. 
His cracked lips peeled back into a sickly smile as his eyes 
met Jon's. 

Erik kept his mouth shut, sat back and watched the 
two of them, their body language. He listened to their 
conversation. Jon went on about how he'd been scared, how 
he thought he'd lost his friend. He begged the guy to get 
help, but the patient seemed a little resistant to the idea. 
Jon begged and begged until he obviously became 
frustrated, then Jon turned his head and waved Erik over. 

Erik held out his hand. "Hi, I'm Dr Daniels." 

"This is Angel," Jon offered, sniffling back his tears. 

Angel groaned. 

"Just listen to him, please," Jon said as he wiped his 
moist cheeks. 

Angel rolled his eyes. 

"We can help you," Erik said. "I can get you all the 
care you need to get off the smack." 

"I gots no insurance, Doc," Angel said with a sarcastic 
laugh. 

“West Clinic is a state-run institution. If you want help, 
we'll give it to you, but Angel, you have to want it for 
yourself. We can't make you go there." 

"I don't want it," Angel said. 


"What do you mean 'you don't want it'?" Jon asked as 
his arms crossed over his chest. "You have to get off that 
shit. I'm not going to sit back and watch you fucking kill 
yourself. I'm not going to pull you out of another fucking 
bathtub!" 

Erik touched Jon's back, shook his head, and said, 
"Calm down, Jon. You can't threaten a junky into getting 
help. If they don't want it, they'll fail. The system will fail 
them. If he wants to go to an early grave, that's his choice." 

"Don't try to psycho-bullshit me, Doc," Angel said as 
he struggled to sit up in the bed. 

"No one is trying to 'psycho-bullshit' you, Angel," Erik 
insisted. "The fact is the doctor said you've damaged your 
heart. They don't have a clue what else you've done to 
yourself. Do you hate your life so much that you want it to 
end?" 

Erik peeked over his shoulder to find Jon facing the 
wall. He could see him wiping tears from his eyes and hear 
him sniffling. 

“Are you willing to hurt the only person you have left?" 
Erik said as he stepped closer to Angel's bed. "Are you 
willing to break his heart? Because let me tell you 
something, kid: I let my addiction cost me everything I 
loved. I lost the only person who meant anything to me, and 
I swear to you, I would do anything to have him back, to 
have my old life back. So you think about that. While you're 
watching Jon walk away for good, you think about what 


you're losing. And the next time you shove that needle in 
your arm, you think about what you could've had." 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


"I said don't fucking... don't... talk to me. Don't touch 
me! Get away from me!" Angel yelled and cursed as he 
rolled his body away from Jon and the good doc. He flopped 
over the edge of the bed, stumbled forward and caught 
himself with his palms, slamming against the wall. It hurt, 
but not as bad as his pride hurt. He hated being fucking 
lectured and that seemed to be all those two wanted to do 
to him. 

He panted, leaned against the wall, and started 
ripping tubes from his arms. "Leave me the fuck alone!" 

The room started to spin. Angel's knees buckled. Fire 
burned in his chest and his heart felt like it would pound 
right through his skin. He felt Jon's arms wrap around his 
waist, but Angel kept sinking down to the floor. "Please, let 
Dr Daniels help you," Jon begged as they both hit the 
linoleum. 

"Get the fuck off of me!" 

"Please, stop pushing me away!" Jon cried out. 

"Let me go!" Angel growled again. He shot an angry 
glare back at the doctor leaning against the door jamb. 
Every ounce of rage he felt spilled into his dark eyes. The 
desire to blow up in a full-fledged violent meltdown burned 
in the center of his chest. Angel hated him for whatever 
bullshit he'd been filling Jon's head with. He hated the 
doctor for looking so cocky with arms crossed over his 
chest. Standing there, watching the two of them like this 


mess was any of his damn business. As if that asshole was 
any better. Angel would bet everything he owned the doc 
had some pretty righteous skeletons in his closet—more 
than just the shit he'd already confessed. 

"I said I don't want no fucking help!" Angel yelled 
again. His hands trembled as they fisted in Jon's shirt. He 
took slow, shallow breaths, tried to push away from his best 
friend, but Angel didn't have the strength. As it was, he 
couldn't even stand up without Jon's help. "Get off of me!" 
he screamed. "Get the fuck off of me!" 

"Stop acting this way!" Jon yelled back. 

"I don't need you! I don't need anyone!" 

As soon as Angel started ripping the heart monitor's 
wires from his chest, the alarms screamed and feet 
pounded toward the door. Nurses spilled inside. A doctor 
followed. Then a big black guy in pink scrubs slammed 
through the door. He started to wrench Angel up from the 
floor when Dr Daniels grabbed the big guy's wrist. 

The grip the mammoth in pink had on Angel suddenly 
loosened. Angel watched the doctor nod as he led the two 
nurses and Mr Pink out of the room. One doctor stayed 
back, resetting all the alarms and shit. Finally, the room 
quieted, emptying out until only he and Jon remained. 

He sat down on the floor, leaning against the wall. Jon 
knelt down in front of him, tears still streaking from his 
eyes. He held Angel's face in his hands, stared him straight 
in the eyes. Angel refused to look at his best friend. His 


gaze kept shifting to the left or to the right, up at the 
ceiling or down at the floor—but never straight at Jon. 

"Angel, please listen to me," Jon begged as his thumbs 
stroked Angel's cheeks. "I love you so much. I can't lose 
you. When I saw you in the tub, you... you looked..." Jon 
swallowed so hard his Adam's apple bobbed in his throat. 
Tears fell harder as his eyes lowered. "You looked dead, 
Angel. My whole fucking world crumbled." At that point, 
Jon cried so hard his shoulders shook. "Please, Angel, don't 
fucking do this to me. Don't kill yourself." 

Angel wrapped his arms around Jon's trembling body 
and pulled him toward him. He held on to his only friend 
with every bit of feeling that somehow managed to break 
through the numbness of his soul. That's when Angel finally 
shed his first sincere tear. He hadn't meant to put Jon 
through all the mess of dealing with a fucked-up junkie. He 
would've never wanted Jon to find him half-dead in a 
bathtub. 

"Baby, listen," he whispered. "Stop crying. Please stop 
crying." 

Jon sniffled back his tears. "I'm trying." 

"I can't promise I'll ever be clean. I can't promise I'll 
be anything more than I am now, but I don't want to hurt 
you anymore." 

Jon's head lifted from Angel's shoulder. He looked at 
his friend, but Angel looked away. "What are you saying?" 

"I don't know, but I don't want to hurt you." 


“You don't understand, Angel." Jon wiped his cheeks as 
he snuggled against Angel's side. Angel didn't mind the 
closeness, not this time, in this situation. 

“Hurting me isn't the problem. What you're doing to 
yourself is. I mean, I've come to expect certain things from 
you, but I... I can't watch you slowly kill yourself. It's too 
heartbreaking," Jon said. 

"I know." Angel kissed Jon's temple. "I want to do 
better, but it's so fucking hard." 

"Are you ready to hear what Dr Daniels has to say?" 

"I don't know. I just... don't go yet. Don't let go of me." 

Those were probably the first real emotions Angel had 
ever let Jon see. He'd always closed everything off before. 
He'd always been so devoid of anything that tapped his 
feelings, he often wondered if he could feel anything at all 
—if he still had a soul. 

"I won't let go of you," Jon said. "I promise I'll never 
let go of you." 


CHAPTER NINE 


Erik peeked through the crack of the door and saw the 
boys hugging each other. A small smile curled his lips. If 
Angel wasn't yelling and cursing and demanding that Jon 
go away, maybe there was hope for him. Maybe Angel could 
be healed. 

Eventually, after a lot of talking and prodding from 
both Jon and Erik, Angel decided he wanted help. Erik 
definitely considered that the best news he'd heard all day. 
It even made his smile widen a little, made it a little more 
sincere. The news made Jon throw his arms around Erik's 
body. The kid thanked him, hugged him and cried, then 
hugged tighter, cried harder, and thanked him some more. 
Erik could be really patient with the kid. After all, he had 
reason to be so relieved. He let Jon unload that heavy heap 
of emotion on him. Parents and friends often did that to him 
once he helped their loved ones, so it was something he 
had grown used to. In fact, he kind of liked the warm 
embraces from the dearly relieved almost as much as he 
loved seeing a patient rise above their addictions. It was 
rewarding. 

He patted the kid on the back and told him everything 
would be okay. "West Clinic will do the best it can for 
Angel." 

Jon thanked him again. "I doubt I could've convinced 
him to go without your help." 


"But it was you," Erik touched the tip of his forefinger 
to Jon's chest, "who convinced him. I just gave him the 
facts." 


“Yeah, but all the stuff you told him was... scary." 

"I doubt that's what convinced him to get help, Jon." 
Erik gripped Jon's shoulder, looked him in the eyes with a 
weighty seriousness and said, "The hard stuff isn't over yet. 
It's going to get worse and he may not make it, okay? He 
may leave the program and run straight back to the drugs. 
What he needs from you is strength and companionship. He 
needs to know you love him and will do anything to help 
him through this. Can you do that?" 

Jon nodded. 

"Good." Erik patted Jon's shoulder and looked over at 
Angel—who'd finally fallen asleep again. He then turned 
back to Jon, who seemed almost as exhausted. "Why don't 
you try to get some rest and I'll do the same. The doctor is 
supposed to call me tomorrow when they release Angel. I'll 
come back to get him and we'll all ride over to West 
together. Sound like a plan?" 

"Yes," Jon said softly. His arms wrapped around his 
own body. His eyes were still swollen and red from all the 
tears he'd cried. "Thank you." 

"You're welcome. I'll see you both tomorrow," Erik 
replied before turning to leave. 

As he reached the double doors that led out to the 
waiting room, he thought about the kid he'd come to see in 
the first place. He wondered if Angel had been through the 


same hell little Chris had, or if Angel suffered the same 
self-inflicted pain Erik had put himself through. 

Poor Chris never had a chance, and now they wanted 
to take him away from the only thing helping him break his 
meth habit. They wanted to dump him into a home for 
problem teenagers when he only needed a healthy dose of 
TLC. Chris was yet another issue Erik wished he could 
change, but all of that drama had to wait. He had to put his 
work behind him for the day so he could go home and just 
be Erik, maybe unwind and pretend he lived a normal, 
healthy life. 

As soon as he hit the parking lot, his phone started to 
ring. He fought to get it out of his pants pocket and when 
he finally had the damn thing in his hand, he looked down 
at the caller ID. "Shit," he hissed. He'd forgotten to call 
Marshall. 

Erik sighed as he lifted the phone to his ear. "Hey." 
"Is everything okay? I didn't hear from you. It worried 
me." 

"Yeah. I got mixed up with an overdose and his 
boyfriend. Leaving the hospital now." 

"You've always had such a huge heart. I often 
wondered how you did it, how you could take in everyone's 
pain and try to fix it all. I wondered how you didn't go 
insane." 

"I drank," Erik said in a flat, matter-of-fact voice. The 
long silence only made an already tense situation worse. 
Maybe he shouldn't have spat out the answer like did, but 


the words fell from his lips before his brain had enough 
sense to stop them. The best thing he could do now was 
change the subject. Erik looked down at his watch. It was 
almost nine o'clock. Where did the time go? "I guess it's too 
late for dinner, huh?" 

"I've already eaten, but we could meet for coffee," 
Marshall offered. "I would love to see you." 

"I would love to see you too," Erik said. His voice grew 
heavy with desire and he could've slapped himself for 
getting his hopes up like he did. He leaned against the 
driver's side of his car, lowered his head and said, "I mean, 
I would love to catch up with you." 

"Then let's meet for coffee. I'm staying at the Palomar 
in Westwood. There's a Starbucks close by. Does that sound 
okay to you?" 

"Yeah, sure. I can be there in thirty, maybe forty-five 
minutes." 

"Great. I'll see you there." 

Erik hung up the phone and tossed it into the 
passenger side of his dirty old beater. Was he seriously 
going to Westwood looking like something puked up from 
the bowels of Hollywood's underbelly, in a car that most 
people in California would consider criminally hazardous to 
the environment? He sat down in the car and twisted the 
key in the ignition—nothing. He twisted it again and the car 
only groaned in protest. On the third try, the damn thing 
finally came to life. 


As he reached the edge of the parking lot, Erik 
hesitated. Slowly turning his head, he looked to the left, 
then to the right. He sat for almost a full minute, trying to 
decide if he would just go home and call Marshall or if he 
would actually venture off into Westwood—into a night that 
would probably leave him wishing he'd never taken 
Marshall's call in the first place. 

At forty-nine seconds, he took a left turn toward 
Westwood, watching the road that led to his inner peace 
disappear in the rearview mirror. 


CHAPTER TEN 


Erik pulled into the parking lot of the Starbucks on 
Wilshire Boulevard and parked his rusty old beater 
between a gorgeous, black Mercedes and some sort of 
exotic sports car thing that no normal person would drive 
for a quick trip to the coffee shop. He called those 
‘compensation cars', because normally, the owner of such a 
beast wanted to compensate for some other shortcomings. 
Not that Erik would judge—he just didn't understand the 
need to spend such a gross amount of money on a Car. 

He crossed the parking lot, and as soon as he stepped 
through the glass door, the rich, dark scent of fresh-brewed 
coffee hit him hard. He took a deep breath and a lazy-eyed 
grin spread across his face. He'd always loved the smell of 
coffee. When he finally searched the crowded shop, he 
spotted the soft sprigs of Marshall's dirty-blond hair, 
contrasting with all of the boring brown, conservative 
coiffures filling the room. 

"Marshall," he called out softly, but loudly enough to 
get his ex's attention. He held his hand up and Marshall 
grinned, his tender green eyes sparkling. It nearly melted 
Erik's heart. 

"Can I help you?" the barista asked. 

Erik fought to compose himself, to find his brain and 
his voice. "Venti vanilla latte, soy milk, no whip," he said 
almost robotically, as if the words had become programmed 


into his brain. He held out his debit card, but Marshall's 
fingers wrapped around it. 

"Make that two and give us two blueberry scones. I'm 
paying," he said with a perfect, bright white smile that 
seemed to glow in contrast to his tanned skin. 

"Thank you, but..." Erik said as he slipped his card 
back in his wallet. 

"I know. I wanted to." Marshall handed the barista a 
twenty and told her to keep the change. 

They moved to the end of the bar to wait for their 
coffee. An air of intensity blossomed between them—an 
awkward moment brought about by sexual desire from one, 
which may or may not have been reciprocated by the other. 
Erik needed Marshall to love him and want him back, but 
he doubted Marshall would ever want or need him like that 
again. 

"You look good," Marshall finally said. "You've been 
taking care of yourself." 

"You mean I haven't been drinking. I look good 
because I'm sober." 

Marshall shrugged. "Maybe. I'm glad you're sober. I've 
been counting the days. I'm proud of you." 

The barista came back with their lattes and all 
conversation about the virtues of being sober ceased. Erik 
was thankful. Sure, being alcohol-free gave him a sense of 
pride he hadn't had in a long time, but hearing Marshall 
talk about it reminded him how badly he'd screwed up. He 
knew Marshall didn't mean to rub anything in his face, but 


he had. The last thing Erik wanted was to be upset with his 
ex. Not for this reunion. 

"So, how is your heroin addict?" Marshall asked after 
taking a large sip of his drink. 

"He has a really hard road ahead of him, but he has 
decided he needs help." Erik took a nice long drink of his 
coffee. "I think he'll be okay." He rubbed the back of his 
neck and frowned. "As long as his partner sticks by him, I 
think he'll be okay." Marshall lowered his head. Erik sighed 
and started to reach for Marshall's hand, but thought 
better of it. Obviously, his ex had taken the words as a jab, 
though Erik never intended them that way. "I didn't 
mean..." 

"No. I know you didn't, but I... I should've stayed by 
your side. I shouldn't have kicked you out." 

"Marshall, you kicking me out made me realize I hada 
problem in the first place. I might still be drinking if you 
hadn't. You saved me from myself and in a way, I'm 
thankful. I just hate..." Erik choked up. He could hear the 
rawness in his own voice. "I hate that my problem cost us 
so much." 

Marshall reached out and touched his hand. "I hate 
the way things ended too, Erik, but it saved your life. That's 
all I wanted. I wanted you to see what you were doing to 
yourself." 

Erik's head lowered, jaw clenching. He had to take a 
silent moment to push away the painful memories of losing 
the one person who'd ever really stood by him. 


"I think about us." 

"Me too." Marshall leaned in closer. His voice softened 
as he added, "I haven't stopped thinking about us." 

Erik turned his hand over and laced his fingers with 
Marshall's. It took everything he had not to cry in the 
middle of the packed Starbucks. He would give anything to 
have his ex-partner back in his life. Marshall had made him 
happy—incredibly happy. Helping people break their 
addictions might've been rewarding, but Marshall made 
waking up every day a treat. 

He gave Marshall's hand a squeeze. "I still love you." 

"Erik, I still love you too." Marshall glanced around 
the room. "Let's go back to the hotel and talk. It's too loud 
in here." 

Marshall stood. Erik's hazel gaze met his sparkling 
green eyes. He couldn't say no to that beautiful stare or 
that perfect, winning smile. He held his ex-partner's hand 
and together, they walked out of Starbucks and straight to 
Marshall's Land Rover. 

It took no more than ten minutes to drive back to the 
hotel, no more than five to stumble through the door of 
Marshall's suite. Their lips locked. They held each other 
tight as Erik's tongue dove deep into his ex-lover's mouth. 

They stumbled past the sleek, black sofa and chrome- 
legged coffee table, somehow kicking out of their shoes as 
they passed the dinette and into the darkened bedroom. By 
the time their intertwined bodies reached the luxurious, 
king-sized bed, neither of them had their shirts on 


anymore, and their pants were well on their way to falling 
to the floor. 

With muffled, hearty laughter, they both fell to the 
bed, leaving their twin khakis piled on the floor. Erik let out 
a contented purr as Marshall's hands carefully studied the 
muscled lines of his chest. He lavished kisses down 
Marshall's slender throat. 

"I love you so much," Marshall said with an airy moan. 

Erik stopped kissing him and their eyes met. "I love 
you" wasn't the first thought to enter his mind, though 
those three words encompassed everything he felt. No, he 
had something much more important to say, something that 
felt more sincere than three hopelessly romantic words 
he'd said a million times before. So instead of returning the 
big "L" word, Erik said, "I don't want you to leave." 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Beep. Beep. Beep. The sound had lulled Angel to sleep, 
but every so often a sudden pain or wave of nausea ripped 
him away from his dreams. Not that he would complain. His 
dreams weren't made of fairytales with happy endings. 
Hell, he would've taken fanged monsters with claws or a 
high-speed chase. But no, Angel got to relive all the stupid 
bullshit he'd done and every dumb decision he'd made. 


His eyelids fluttered, but he couldn't really make out 
his surroundings. His fingernails gnawed at the medical 
tape holding the IV to his arm. For a second, he forgot 
about overdosing or being hospitalized. For a moment, he 
thought it'd been nothing more than a bad dream. One eye 
opened, then the other. It took a few tries before he could 
actually focus enough to see Jon sitting in a chair beside 
the bed with a hospital blanket curled around his body. So 
it wasn't a bad dream after all. 

“You stayed," Angel said in a gravelly voice. 

"I swore I would," Jon said, lifting his head from the 
back of the chair. 

“How long have I been out?" 

“Hours. I don't know. I've been dozing off myself." 

“Damn. Whatever they put in that IV is kicking my 
ass." 

"I think it's probably morphine, but I'm not a hundred 
percent sure about that." 

As Jon eased up from the chair, a little booklet fell to 
the floor. Angel saw the white fluttering pages from the 
corner of his eye. He caught the word "Heroin" in big black 


letters on the cover. "What's that?" he asked, finger 
stretching down toward the floor. 

"Oh, um... one of the nurses brought it to me. It's a 
brochure or something. Has to do with heroin addicts and 
how loved ones cope with someone who wants to kick the 
habit." Jon shrugged. "It's pretty interesting, I guess. I fell 
asleep reading it, but I think it's just because I needed to 


get some rest." 

"Oh," Angel mumbled, head rolling back on the pillow 
so he wouldn't have to keep looking at the one person 
who'd always been good to him despite his always being a 
bastard. The way he'd seen Jon acting, how happy he 
seemed and how attentive he'd been, Angel sort of figured 
Jon expected them to be together or something once rehab 
ended. Just because Angel planned on getting clean didn't 
mean he planned on settling down. Angel didn't see himself 
being that guy. 

He felt fingers squeeze around his; he hadn't realized 
Jon had been holding his hand the entire time. Jon leaned 
over the bed and kissed his cheek. Angel's rich brown eyes 
fluttered again. "You feeling any better?" Jon asked. Angel 
couldn't mistake the caution in his voice, the way the words 
came out slow and quietly. 

"No," Angel croaked. "I want to get high." 

Jon's adorable, dimpled smile turned into a frown. 
"No, you don't really. Do you?" 

Angel shrugged. "I wouldn't feel like shit anymore if I 
did." 

“Want me to call the nurse?" 

"No. They won't do anything else for me." He felt Jon's 
fingers release his hand and saw Jon reach back to grab the 


cloth he'd been brushing across Angel's forehead. 

“Let me rinse this. I'll be right back," Jon said, and the 
promise of a break from the touchy-feely madness was the 
best relief Angel could've asked for—not that he didn't 


appreciate Jon staying or anything like that. 


Jon walked around to the bathroom and Angel couldn't 
tear his eyes away. He honestly didn't know why Jon had 
such an obsessive need to be so good to him. He treated 
Jon like shit—had since they'd met. Jon loved him. He was 
well aware of that fact. And Jon knew the feelings weren't 
returned, yet he'd stayed by his side, took care of him, and 
continued to love him despite his cruelty. 


For a second he wondered if—when he got off the 
smack—he would be capable of loving Jon the way he 
deserved. He wondered if he could ever return the 
kindness, the care, and the tenderness Jon had always 
shown him. Angel wondered if he could ever love anyone or 
if he was doomed to pay for the shit he'd done in his short 
time on earth forever. 

Angel hissed as soon as he felt Jon brush the warm, 
damp cloth across his forehead. It wasn't until the moist 
heat hit his skin that Angel actually realized he'd been 
shivering. His fingers knotted the blanket at his waist and 
Jon helped him pull it up to his chin. "Thanks," Angel 
muttered, staring up at the ceiling instead of watching Jon 
take care of him. 

"Are you hungry?" Jon asked. 

Angel made a sickened face. "I don't think I could hold 
anything down." 

“You need to eat something." 


"I can't, okay?" Angel's voice grew loud with 
frustration. His stomach knotted and turned. Thinking of 
food just made the shit that much worse. No, he didn't want 
any damn food. "I want to get fucking high! I want out of 
this place!" 

"Baby, you can't go." 

"Fuck them!" 

Angel started to rise up in the bed. He knew he 
wouldn't get very far. They had him too doped up or maybe 
he was too weak. Probably a combination of the two. 
Whatever it was, it resulted in him being stuck in the 
hospital bed while Jon worried over every little breath he 
took. He hated this shit—hated it more than the thought of 
Jon finding him almost dead in a tub. 

"I want out of here!" he demanded again, his voice 
almost a growl. 

Jon shook his head. "Please don't, Angel. Please stay." 

"You gotta help me get high, Jon. I can't stay here. I 
feel like my fucking skin is crawling. Please, just score a hit 
for me. Just one hit. That's all I need." 

"Let me get a nurse," Jon said as he started to walk 
away, but Angel grabbed his wrist and wrenched him back 
with what little strength he had left. 

“Come on, bro. You love me, right?" 

Jon nodded. 

"Then do this for me. Please, go see Trez. He'll hook 
you up." 


Jon shook his head, pulled his arm from Angel's grip. 
"I can't," he choked out, eyes filling with tears. "I can't help 
you kill yourself." 

"Fuck you, Jon! You don't love me! If you loved me, 
you wouldn't let me suffer like this!" 

Angel glared. Jon hugged his body tight as he backed 
away from the bed. In a soft, defeated voice Jon said, "I'll 
get a nurse for you," and with that, Jon left him lying alone 
in his hospital bed, shivering and jonesing for just one 
harmless little hit. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


Erik stared down at Marshall. His ex's bright green 
eyes filled with a confusing mix of love and remorse. His 
fingers brushed through Erik's soft caramel-colored hair. 

Marshall said, "Make love to me, please? I've missed 
that almost as much as I've missed waking up next to you 
every morning." 

Lowering his head, Erik pressed his lips to Marshall's 
mouth. The idea of Marshall staying was a pipe dream, and 
he had all but confirmed it when he made no promise to 
stay or even visit. At this point, Erik would take what he 
could get because it meant time with the man he couldn't 
seem to get his mind off of, the man who still held his heart. 
And if they never had another night together, at least they 
had this one. 

Marshall reached down between their bodies. His 
hand encircled Erik's arousal, thumb stroking the sensitive 
curve of the head. Erik moaned against his mouth. It had 
been a long time since he'd felt another man's touch—far 
too long. The love he still felt for his ex made this whole 
thing more intense than it might've been had it been any 
night in their old lives. 

"I love you," Erik breathed. He couldn't help himself. 
Instinct gave him a voice and his heart gave the words life. 

"I love you too," Marshall returned in a voice just as 
airy, filled with lust and need. 


Erik's hands smoothed around Marshall's hips, down 
his cheeks, down the back of his thighs until his palms 
pressed against Marshall's calves. He gently pushed, 
leaning against the backs of his ex-lover's legs until his 
cheeks parted and the head of Erik's erection teased 
Marshall's warm opening. 

Marshall drawled out a low moan. "I haven't been with 
anyone since you." 

"I haven't either," Erik said as he pulled back. "I 


haven't wanted anyone else." He pushed forward again, 
toying with his ex-lover's body. 

"I'm tight." 

"I know." 

Marshall rolled his body, leaning for the overnight bag 
beside the nightstand. "Let me get the lube," he said in a 
husky, lust-laden voice. 

Erik was surprised, to say the least. For a man who 
hadn't been with anyone in over a year, Marshall sure 
seemed prepared. Had he come to Los Angeles expecting 
Erik to have sex with him? Did he expect to leave like 
nothing had ever happened? For a moment, Erik felt like 
Marshall might use him for a night of mind-blowing sex, a 
simple tryst then leave him with his heart aching again. 
And he might've pulled his pants back on and left, but 
Marshall's silky, gooey palm wrapped around his hardened 
sex and Erik lost the will to say no. His eyes rolled back as 
a moan rumbled up through his body. 

"Make love to me, Erik." 


Without a moment of hesitation, Erik rolled Marshall's 
body back into place. His ex-partner's legs pressed against 
his chest as he leaned down to take Marshall in a way he 
hadn't in such a long time. 

He arched his back, pressed his erection to Marshall's 
ready opening. He eased the head in, pulled back then 
pushed a little harder. Marshall's body relaxed, accepted 
each and every inch until Erik was fully inside of him, 
bobbing in and out, in and out again. 

Erik moaned. Marshall groaned. 

It was a beautiful moment between them, a connection 
they hadn't had in far too long. Erik would've given his soul 
to keep Marshall in Los Angeles, but he knew better. He 
knew Marshall would never leave beautiful San Francisco 
for the hell of LA even if they had a chance of being happier 
than they'd ever been before. No, Erik needed to take this 
for what it was—a tryst, not a reconnection, just a one 
night stand with a lost lover—not a reunion of kindred 
souls. 

And that epiphany gave him the last bit of fortitude he 
needed to turn this... tryst into something so hot, so mind- 
blowing and toe-curling, neither of them would be able to 
easily walk away. 

Erik thrust deep inside him, rolled his hips, and pulled 
back before slamming home again. Each push had a new 
intensity to it, a new heat and desire. He wanted to make 
his lover come so hard he would never want to leave him. 
He wanted to be Marshall's addiction. 


He let one leg fall and reached down to grip his lover's 
throbbing erection, and each time Erik dove inside, his 
hand met the same hurried rhythm—up and down, in and 
out. He pulled out, teased Marshall's opening until his ex- 
partner whimpered in agony and need, then thrust back in 
again. 

They kept up that salacious dance, Erik stroking 
Marshall's body and his sex. Suddenly Marshall's back 
arched and he called out to God to help him. He panted and 
moaned, eyes closing as he cried out Erik's name. Erik 
couldn't have asked for better praise. 

As soon as Marshall's body gripped his erection, Erik 
picked up the pace until he felt his own pressure about to 
explode. He pulled back and stabbed down with so much 
passion he couldn't hold back a moment longer. He came so 
hard his voice cracked as he cried out Marshall's name. 

Panting, he let Marshall's legs fall as he slipped out of 
his body. Erik gathered his ex into his arms and held him 
tight. "I don't want to be without you," he rasped. 

Marshall's arms wrapped around Erik's waist, and he 
laid his head against Erik's heaving chest. "I don't want to 
be without you either, Erik. Come back to San Francisco 
with me." 

Erik couldn't respond. He would've killed to be back 
home with Marshall in their perfect little house with their 
perfect little lives. He would've given his soul to feel that 
love again. He opened his mouth to say something when his 


phone rang. It was the hospital. "I have to take this," he 
said as he reluctantly let go of Marshall's body. 

"Dr Daniels," he said into the phone as Marshall stood 
and padded toward the bathroom. 

"I'm sorry for bothering you," the voice on the other 
end said. "It's Jon. The hospital called you for me. I told 
them it was an emergency." 

Erik frowned. "What's wrong, Jon?" 

"He says he's leaving, Dr Daniels. Angel said he 
wanted to get high and no one could stop him. I told him I 
would leave if he did." Jon's voice trembled as if he were 
trying to hold back his tears. "I don't want to leave him. I 
don't want to see him do this to himself, but I don't know 
what else to do." 

"Just stay there. I'm on my way." Erik ended the call, 
looked over at Marshall as he pulled his khakis up his legs 
and grabbed his shirt. He slipped his feet back into his 
shoes and said, "I have to go. Please don't leave town 
before we have a chance to talk." 

Marshall closed the distance between them. He helped 
Erik settle his shirt into place then kissed him with a depth 
and passion Erik needed to feel. "I promise I won't. Please, 
think about what I said, okay?" 

"I will." Erik kissed him again. "I love you." 

"I love you too, Erik." 

He tore out of Marshall's hotel room, his mind so lost 
in the throes of passion, lost in the urgency of helping 
Angel and Jon, that he forgot he'd ridden back from 


Starbucks with Marshall. He waved his arm in the air and 
the first taxi to zoom by slammed on its brakes. 
"Take me to Starbucks on Wilshire and make it fast." 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


It took Erik maybe forty-five minutes to get to the 
hospital. He'd pushed his little import car to the limit and 
the damn thing whined in protest, but it got him there and 
in record time considering the never-ending LA traffic. In 
most cities, at almost one in the morning during the work 
week, traffic would've been nonexistent, but not in the city 
of lost angels where only the dead sleep. 

His brown leather loafers pounded against the off- 
white linoleum floor as he ran toward Angel's room. He 
didn't know what to expect, didn't know if Angel would be 
subdued or convulsively sick or in the abusive stage of a 
junkie's detox. He hoped, for Jon's sake, Angel hadn't 
reached the latter yet. Jon seemed a little too fragile to go 
through something that horrible and heartbreaking alone. 

Rounding the corner, Erik saw Jon sitting on the floor 
beside Angel's door, head hung low as he hugged his body, 
sobbing like he'd lost the only thing that ever mattered to 
him. As Erik's feet slowed, Jon raised his head. In a tearful 
voice, the kid said, "He's gone." 

That stopped Erik dead in his tracks. "What do you 
mean ‘he's gone'?" 

"I came back after I called you and he was gone. He'd 
ripped everything out and left." 

"Shit," Erik hissed as he rubbed the back of his neck. 
"How long has he been gone?" 

"The nurses said he left about thirty minutes ago." 


"Do you know where he might be?" 

Jon took a deep breath and stood from the floor, but 
stayed against the wall. "He kept saying he wanted to get 
high. I know the area he hangs out in, but I don't know if 
that's where he would go, especially if he thought I would 
be looking for him." 

Erik reached out and gripped Jon's shoulder. He 
offered the poor kid whatever strength he could. "Don't 
worry. We'll find him. I'll do what I can to help him." 

As Jon's tears fell faster, he threw his arms around 
Erik's body and hugged him tight. Clearly, the kid 
desperately wanted to save his friend, but would his friend 
ever be desperate enough to save himself? If the doctor in 
Erik were to be completely honest with himself, he'd let it 
go because Angel was obviously a lost cause, but the 
humanitarian in Erik couldn't watch anyone slowly kill 
themselves, even if chasing down a patient who didn't seem 
to want the care slightly bent the rules. 

Something about the two boys kept Erik from letting 
go, though. Maybe he saw a little of himself in Angel. 
Maybe he saw a little of Marshall in Jon. Maybe the 
hopeless romantic in him had a need to kick his ass into 
proactive mode. 

“Come on," Erik said in a low voice. "Let's see if we 
can't find him. Maybe he got high and he'll be more willing 
to come with us." 

"When he's high, he likes to..." Jon's face flushed. 
Erik's brow arched. "He, um... might be a little easier to 


deal with," Jon finally said. 

"Easy is good," Erik said with a compassionate smile. 
"Addicts don't like to hear how bad they're screwing up, 
especially not from someone they care about." He walked 
Jon out to the car. "I lost the love of my life to alcohol. I lost 
my practice, my home and my dignity, all in one night." He 
opened the passenger-side door and Jon climbed in. Erik 
closed the door then leaned down to the slightly opened 
window. "I regret everything I did to Marshall and if I had 
to spend the next fifteen lifetimes making it up to him, I 
would." 

Jon gave him a confused look and said, "You don't 
know me. Why would you share that with me?" 

"I want you to have hope, Jon. I'm not perfect, but I 
changed my life. I live every day to right my wrongs. Have 
hope Angel will do the same. Give him the chance my ex 
didn't give me. Be his strength. Don't abandon him, okay?" 

Jon nodded slowly then Erik went around to the 
driver's side of the car. The engine groaned and whined as 
it came back to life. The headlights circled the drive as he 
backed out of the parking space and pulled out onto the 
road. This time, Erik wasn't heading back to Westwood to 
spend the night in his ex-partner's arms. He had a much 
higher purpose. He needed to save a life. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


Angel's hands trembled. Sweat beaded on his brow. 
The trick didn't seem to notice, didn't ask if he needed 
help. Good thing. Angel might've ripped his head off. He 
wanted to get this shit over with, get his drugs and go back 
to the motel so he could get high before the cavalry came. 
Yeah, Angel wasn't stupid. He knew Jon would come 
searching for him, and he could deal with that as long as 
Angel got his fix first. 

He dropped to his knees in the damp, filthy streets of 
some random alley, bringing the john's pants down with 
him. An excited little cock bobbed in his face. If it wasn't 
for the dragon he wanted to chase, Angel would've laughed 
and walked away. He had to remind himself that this 
particular john paid well. A blowjob and a little finger 
action would be easy if he thought about where it would 
get him. 

Wrapping his mouth around the john's bobbing cock, 
Angel licked the hardened shaft. His palm caressed the 
tightened sac before he reached between his customer's 
thighs to push two fingers into his ass. 

The whole damn thing bored the shit out of Angel and 
it probably showed, but he had a feeling his customer 
wouldn't notice. The man gripped at the brick wall behind 
him so hard the skin of his knuckles turned white. As Angel 
whipped his tongue back and forth, over and over, across 
and around, the john's knees bent and started to quiver. 


The man moaned as his head rolled against the brick. Five 
minutes, maybe less, and Angel would have his money. 

He worked the trick's cock, worked it until he felt the 
pulsing and throbbing, and the tightening in the guy's sac. 
It was almost over. Then he could get high. Then he could 
erase every bad thought and feeling. He could satisfy his 
needs and forget about what had happened and his trip to 
the hospital. A few more minutes and it would be over. 

A salty explosion of warmth erupted in Angel's mouth, 
splashed over his tongue and he kept pulling hard until 
every single drop had been sucked from the john's body. He 
swallowed the shit down and let the flaccid cock flop out of 
his mouth. 

Standing, he held out his hand, didn't bother waiting 
for the customer to compose himself. "Money, now," Angel 
barked. 

With a shaky hand, the man reached for his wallet, 
fished out five one-hundred dollar bills and slapped them 
against Angel's palm. Angel didn't say a single word. He 
took his money and hit the streets in search of Trez. 

It didn't take long. His dealer was perched in the first 
dark hole Angel went to. Good thing. Angel's nerves were 
frazzled. His mood bordered on explosive and if he didn't 
get some of Trez's goodies in his veins soon, he knew he 
would have a meltdown. 

Angel didn't bother with conversation, only bought 
enough smack to get him a good high. He knew Jon would 
find him soon enough, and when he did, his best friend 


would expect him to put the shit down and get help. 
Normally, Angel would've told him to fuck off. Normally, 
Angel wouldn't give a shit what anyone else wanted. He did 
what pleased him despite what anyone else thought—but 
the look in Jon's eyes, the resolve in his voice... it scared 
the shit out of Angel. He knew he had a choice to make. It 
was Jon or the heroin. He couldn't have both, and giving up 
Jon would be a hell of a lot harder than giving up the drugs. 
Or, that's what he told himself. 

The next stop was another shithole motel. Not the 
same one he'd nearly died in a few days ago. That would be 
the first place Jon would look, and by his watch, Jon was 
probably already on the prowl... if he still cared enough to 
look for him. 

Angel got his room. He'd stayed there a few times 
before and Jon had found him there more than once. He 
might've asked for something different, but part of him 
wanted to be found. A small, desperate part of him wanted 
Jon to ride in on his white horse and save his life. Being 
high had been great for a while, but Angel needed more 
now. He needed substance. He needed the love and 
happiness he had back home. And as long as no one forced 
him to talk about it, he could almost live with needing and 
not having. Almost. 

Once he made it to the room and locked the door, 
Angel kicked off his shoes and stripped down to his boxers. 
He felt nasty wearing the jeans and t-shirt he'd serviced his 
customer in, not to mention the knees were soiled with God 


only knew what. He didn't have a change of clothes—didn't 
have shit to his name. Jon had taken his backpack and he 
hadn't thought to get it back before leaving the hospital. At 
least he could get high, take a shower, then... well, who the 
fuck knew what would happen next? 

As he tossed the baggy full of white, powdery 
goodness onto the table, Angel realized he didn't even have 
the shit to shoot up with. Everything he owned or cared 
about had been stowed away in his backpack. "Fuck," he 
muttered. He really hated snorting heroin, but he had to do 
something. He would lose his mind if he sat there staring at 
the only bit of peace this world offered him. 

Angel looked around the grungy motel room. His brain 
was going haywire, nerves on the blackened end of fried. 
His shaking hands dug through drawers, searching for 
anything thin and solid enough to chop the heroin down 
into fine lines. He ended up with one of those stupid 
advertisements for local pizza delivery places that every 
shitty motel had next to the phone. It wasn't perfect, but it 
worked in a pinch. 

He sorted out five lines with the intent of doing them 
all before the cavalry came, if his savior even managed to 
find him this time. Those five, sweet white lines stared back 
at him, almost seemed to be smiling with satisfaction 
because they had so much control over him. 

Angel rolled one of the bills Mr Nasty from the alley 
had paid him with, snorted one line, then another. The high 
wasn't as intense as it could've been, but definitely better 


than nothing. He flopped back on the bed and a grin 
stretched across his face as he slid his hand up and down 
the center of his chest. 

Okay, maybe he couldn't give up the high so easily. 
Maybe he'd been kidding himself thinking he could get 
clean and possibly have a normal life. The dragon made 
him feel too damn good to just walk away. It gave him a 
warm, disembodied feeling, like floating through the sky, 
almost like the bliss of being loved. 

There was a sudden pounding on the door and Angel 
lifted his head, though he refused to climb out of the bed to 
get it. His bare legs dangled over the edge. His moist, 
naked chest glistened in the yellow light of the room. His 
arms spread out just like the smile on his face. Angel 
laughed. 

"You're getting good at this," he yelled toward the 
door. 

"Let me in, you asshole!" Jon called back. 

"I ain't fuckin' movin'," Angel said, voice lazy, giving 
away just how high he really was. "C'mon, kick it down, 
Jon. You're good at that shit, right?" 

"Fine. I'll call the cops and tell them someone 
overdosed in room one-twenty-nine." 

With a few haphazardly delivered curses and a groan 
that rumbled up through Angel's body, he hefted himself 
from the bed and started for the door. The remaining three 
lines caught his eye and stopped him where he stood. Jon 
pounded on the door again. "Give me a fucking second, 


okay?" He snorted one more line and stood there for a 
moment, gripping the edge of the table. The initial jolt had 
to pass before he could face Jon. 

Somehow, Angel managed to stumble to the door. His 
hand locked around the knob and when he wrenched the 
damn thing open, his eyes shot straight past Jon and on to 
Dr Daniels. 

“What the fuck is he doing here?" 

"Angel," Jon said as he reached for his hand. 

Angel ripped his arm back. "Fucking answer me, Jon!" 

"He came to help." 

"I don't need any help!" 

"Yes, you do!" 

Angel started backing away only to trip over the shoes 
he'd left in the middle of the floor, landing flat on his ass. 
He shook his head wildly. "Get the fuck out of my room! 
Leave me alone!" he demanded. "And take that asshole 
with you!" He threw his arm out, slicing through the air, 
stabbing his finger toward the doctor, who still stood in the 
doorway with his arms crossed over his chest. 

He waited for Jon to argue, but his best friend didn't 
say a damn word. Jon only stormed past him, marching 
toward the table like a man on a mission. Angel's eyes 
followed every step, followed the line of Jon's sight and 
landed on the lines of white powder carved out on the 
table. 

"Jon," Angel called out, pushing himself up from the 
floor and stumbling toward Jon's determined, enraged body. 


He'd never seen such strength in Jon before. "Dude! Stop!" 

But Jon didn't stop. He headed straight for the table, 
gripped the edges and dumped the whole thing over onto 
the floor. Angel's eyes shot wide and his arms stretched 
out, fingers splayed. He tackled Jon, took him straight 
down to the shag carpet and was about to hit him when the 
good doctor locked his arms around his body and pulled 
him back. 

"Do you know what I had to do for that shit?" Angel 
growled as he struggled to get away from Dr Daniels. 

"Fuck you," Jon spat. "Are you trying to kill yourself?" 

"I had to suck off some nasty fucking old man in a 
Goddamn alley for that shit! I had to swallow his cum and 
you just wasted it on the fucking floor!" 

"I don't give a shit what you did! You did it to 
yourself!" 

Angel finally broke away from Dr Daniels's hold. He 
pushed past Jon and pressed his nose to the scattered pile 
of white powder dusted all over the brown carpet. He 
inhaled as much as he could, as fast as he could. He didn't 
give a shit how desperate that made him look. 

He rolled over, leaned against the wall and stared up 
as Dr Daniels held Jon's trembling body. Tears filled his best 
friend's eyes and Angel hated those soggy little reminders 
of the piece of shit he'd been. He hated everything he'd put 
Jon through in the last few days. And most of all, he hated 
to see someone else holding Jon while he cried over the shit 
Angel had put him through. 


In a soft, understanding voice, the doctor said, "I get 
it, Angel. I do, but look what you're doing to the only 
person who loves you enough to try to save you. Look how 
badly you're hurting him. Is this the life you want to live?" 

Lowering his head, Angel mumbled a soft, "No." He 
wrapped his arms around his own body. He curled against 
the wall and sobbed. "Fucking help me. Please, God, 
somebody fucking help me. I don't want to be a whore 
anymore. Fucking help me." 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


Erik gave Jon a light nudge. Jon looked back and Erik 
nodded toward the scared, warm body curled against the 
wall in a silent way of telling the kid to go to the man he 
seemed to love so much, hold him and help him. Erik knew 
better than anyone how much Angel needed support right 
now. He needed love and compassion, understanding and 
care. He definitely didn't need to be treated like a pariah, 
and Erik knew if Angel thought for one second the only 
person he trusted had turned his back on him, rehab would 
be the last thing on his mind. 

Erik felt the warmth of satisfaction as Jon knelt down 
beside Angel and pulled him into a tight hug. Angel's hands 
gripped Jon's arm so tightly his fingers bit down into his 
skin, turning the surface of his flesh white. 

“Why don't you take him to the shower?" Erik asked. 
"Help him get cleaned up and I'll run out and buy him a 
change of clothes." 

Angel's and Erik's eyes locked in an intense stare, like 
Angel didn't understand why a complete stranger wanted 
to help him. It almost stopped Erik's heart mid-beat, but he 
understood. He'd given the people at the facility he'd gone 
to the same kind of look. Obviously, Angel wanted to say 
something. Maybe he wanted to ask why, but it seemed like 
the kid didn't know where to start. Erik imagined himself 
looking the same way at one point in his life. He recognized 


the unspoken, mutual understanding in their hard, worn 
gazes. 


In a hoarse voice, Angel finally said, "Thank you." 


"You can thank me when we get you well," Erik said. 
"We will get you well. Now go. Get cleaned up and we'll get 
you all taken care of." He watched as Jon led Angel into the 
tiny, hotel bathroom then he let out a soft, relieved sigh just 
before leaving the boys to take care of each other. 


xK OOK OK OK 


No words were spoken. Angel sat on the toilet, head 
hung low in shame. Jon leaned against the wall. In their 
time together, they'd never shared such an awkward 
moment, but Angel had also never seen Jon be so strong. 
He'd never seen his best friend take control like that. Angel 
had always been the strong one of the two. He'd always led 
the way and Jon had happily followed along to the beat of 
Angel's drum. 

Something needed to break the silence, and soon. 

Hot water pounded down against the dingy bathtub. 
Angel couldn't bring himself to look at Jon, and Jon seemed 
to be playing the avoidance game too. He'd always been 
damn good at it. That was probably Angel's fault as well. 

He opened his mouth to say something when Jon 
interrupted him. "The shower is ready." 

Angel raised his head. Finally finding his voice again, 
he softly said, "Will you hold me, please?" 

“You need to shower, Angel." 


"I know. Shower with me, please. I just... I need to be 
held." 

Jon swallowed so hard Angel could see his Adam's 
apple bobbing in his throat. Whenever Angel got high, he 
wanted to fuck and now wasn't the time for it. Not to 
mention the fact that nothing about what had happened 
turned either of them on. Angel, honest to God, only 
wanted to be held. 

"Please," he said again. "I won't try anything. I just 
need someone to hold me. I'm going to be gone for a while 
and I... I guess I need to know I won't be forgotten." 

Jon hugged Angel's waist. "I'll never forget you, I 
Swear." 

They stayed in each other's arms. Pain and fear 
consumed Angel to the point he shivered against Jon's body. 
He never once thought things would get this bad, never 
thought he would share something so humiliating and 
frightening with someone who cared so much about him. 
But he knew he had to accept help. He had to let someone 
in and the only person he trusted enough to get that close 
was Jon. 

Jon's lips pressed against Angel's forehead. At the 
sound of Jon's voice, Angel raised his head. Jon said, "I love 
you and I know you're scared, but you have to do this or 
you'll end up dead and I'll..." His voice choked. Tears 
welled in his eyes again. "I don't want to ever be without 
you, Angel. I don't want to lose you." 

"I don't want to lose you either. I can't lose you." 


"Then we'll do this together." Jon gripped Angel's chin 
and lifted his head. Their saddened, scared gazes met and 
Angel had to force back the sudden feeling of shame just so 
he could look Jon in the eyes. 

Angel reached down and gripped the hem of his Jon's 
t-shirt. He pulled it over his head and tossed it aside as Jon 
kicked off his shoes and pulled down his pants. Both men 
stood there in nothing but their boxers, staring at each 
other because words failed them. That horrible 
awkwardness came back again. Neither of them knew how 
to break through it. They could only pray that in time, love 
could heal whatever had broken between them. 

Boxers gone, they climbed into the grimy shower. 
Angel leaned against Jon's body while Jon's hands brushed 
soap up and down Angel's chest. Jon rested his chin on 
Angel's shoulder, telling him that once he got better, they 
could go to school together, maybe even get a place 
together, a home they could call their own. They would 
move away from LA, away from the streets and the 
temptation of living in the city. Everything would be 
perfect, but first, Angel had to get better. 

With a deep breath, Jon turned Angel in his arms and 
pulled him into one of the softest, most sensual kisses 
Angel had ever received. Their mouths met in the sweetest 
caress. Angel's tongue slipped through the slight part of his 
lips. His eyes closed. He gave his heart and soul to that 
kiss, let it embrace him and warm him, let it consume him 
and lift him from the fog he'd been living in. 


When the kiss finally broke, Jon said, "You can do this. 
You'll beat the drugs because you're better and stronger. 
I've always looked up to you and nothing will ever change 
that." 

“Thank you," Angel whispered. "I think I needed to 
hear that." 

“You ready for this?" 

Angel nodded. "Yeah, I think I am." 

"Good." 

Angel reached outside the shower and grabbed two 
towels to dry their bodies. The motel door slammed as Jon 
began getting dressed. His head shot up. A heavy dose of 
paranoia hit his gut. 

Jon touched his shoulder and said, "Wait here. I'll be 
right back." 

Standing naked in the bathroom, Angel listened to the 
low hum of voices through the crack in the door. He heard 
Jon say everything seemed to be fine now. Dr Daniels 
responded with something Angel couldn't quite hear. He 
hated that they were out there talking about him and he 
wasn't a part of the conversation. He hated not knowing 
what the two men had in store for him. 

The bathroom door pushed open. Angel's eyes 
widened as soon as Jon appeared with a bag of clothes and 
toiletries in his hand. They both just stared at each other a 
moment before Jon finally handed him the bag and said, 
“Here. Get dressed. I'll be waiting with Dr Daniels." 


When Angel rejoined Dr Daniels and Jon, it was time 
to take him to West Clinic—time to say goodbye. Jon and 
Angel held hands as they walked out to the car. Angel 
climbed in the backseat and Jon curled in beside him and 
the two silently held each other all the way to the clinic. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 


West Clinic had never looked so bleak before. The 
sterile gray brick building overlooking an empty courtyard 
and packed parking lot made the place look like death row. 
Walking into that hell could be a challenge at times, what 
with all the poor, broken, and desperate souls who went 
there for help, but tonight felt different. Tonight, Erik 
would be an active participant in the sad goodbyes, even if 
it wasn't him saying goodbye to his lover. 

Erik knew how bad tearing Jon and Angel apart would 
hurt the two of them, despite it being a good thing for 
Angel. He hated to have to do it but... 

"It's time," Erik said as he touched Jon's back. He felt 
the shuddering of Jon's shoulder against his palm, and he 
knew the kid had started crying again. 

The boys took each other into a tight hug. Angel's 
hand rubbed up and down Jon's back. Erik saw the tears 
brewing in Angel's eyes as well. He heard the kid sniffle 
them back before Angel let his arms fall away, releasing Jon 
from the hug. 

"I'll be okay, baby," Angel choked out, lifting his head 
from Jon's shoulder. He looked his friend in the eyes and 
touched his hand to Jon's cheek. "This will make me better." 

Jon kissed Angel's forehead and the sweetness of the 
moment made a small, crooked smile curl the corner of 
Erik's lips. 


Jon whispered, "I promise I'll come see you as soon as 
they let you have guests." 

Angel nodded. 

Erik's heart broke. He remembered having to say 
goodbye to Marshall in the rehab center's parking lot over 
a year ago. Yeah, they had broken up before that. Marshall 
had kicked him out weeks before, but that didn't make the 
goodbye any less painful. In fact, being sober and leaving 
Marshall, knowing he would never have that man back in 
his arms again, it'd killed a little part of his soul. 

Somehow, Erik managed to shake the memories away. 
"If you want to walk him to his room, you can, Jon," he said. 

Jon's hopeful eyes darted from Erik to Angel. 

Angel gave a weak smile and said, "Will you please go 
with me?" 

"Of course," Jon said. Erik watched as the boys' hands 
locked together. "I guess we're ready then." 

"Follow me," Erik said. 

He led the boys down the same dreary, yellowing 
hallway he walked nearly every day for the last year of his 
life. Erik had gotten over the dread of the place a long time 
ago, but tonight, the dour walls seemed to be closing in 
around him. He'd become too involved with Angel and Jon, 
too invested. This case would have to go to someone else— 
he could already see a personal conflict blossoming there. 

"You're going to have to take out all your facial 
piercings, and we'll need you to sign some papers, Angel," 
Erik said in a soft voice. He nodded to the nurse behind the 


reception desk and she pulled out the file that had been 
created for Angel after Erik's first call to the clinic. She 
placed a clear Ziploc baggy with Angel's real name "Luke 
Jacobs" scribbled on top. 

As the nurse watched Angel take out each piece of 
jewelry and explained the paperwork and process to both 
boys, Erik quietly slipped away. He paced down the hall a 
few steps, took a deep breath, and rubbed at the back of 
his neck. He wanted to call Marshall, needed to hear his 
voice. And just as he sent a text saying 'I'm thinking about 
you,’ Erik jumped at the sound of a scratchy, surly voice 
calling out his name. 

"Dr Daniels! My office! Now!" 

Erik slowly turned. The woman standing behind him 
could've put the fear of God in anyone. Her arms were 
crossed over a blue blazer, her wrinkled hands gripping her 
elbows. She stood five feet tall, maybe five and a half if she 
switched her orthopedic loafers for some nice high heels. 
Her hard brown eyes glared over the tops of her wire- 
rimmed bifocals and a pen had been crammed into the back 
of her deep brown bun. Erik took a deep breath, donned a 
fake smile, and headed toward her. Unfortunately, his smile 
didn't work on her like it did the other ladies. 

"Dr Mathers," he said with his arm extended to shake 
her hand. 

Her lips were pursed, jaw tight. Erik honestly believed 
the horror stories of Nurse Ratched were written about 
that woman. 


"Drop the innocent smile, Daniels. I need a word with 
you." 

He swallowed hard as she moved away from the door 
enough to let him in. The office smelled of hot tea and 
Bengay. It made him want to gag, or maybe the 
condemning look in her eyes and the angry tone of her 
voice knotted his gut more than the stench of her office. He 
sat down across from her desk and kept his face forward, 
hoping he wouldn't have to look her in the eyes. 

“What are you thinking, bringing in a new patient like 
that?" she all but barked as she took a seat behind the 
desk. 

"Excuse me?" 

"Well, first off, you skipped every name on the waiting 
list. But that's beside the point. Erik, the clinic is being shut 
down." Erik's eyes widened and his heart sank. "The state 
cut funding and since we're one of the smallest facilities, 
we got the axe." 

“How long do we have?" 

“Three months." 

"That's plenty of time for me to help him." 

“You're missing the point, Daniels. We barely have the 
funds to cover the patients we have. He'll have to be 
transferred to another facility." 

"No!" Erik blurted. The idea of Angel being shipped off 
to another facility took him aback like a stern slap right 
across the face or a swift kick in the ass. It made his heart 
skip, then pound harder than it had before. "Please don't. 


Look, I'll work more hours. I'll tend to him. Please, you 
can't send him anywhere else." 

"You're already working too much as it is. We simply 
don't have the resources to care for him." 

"What if I get a nurse to volunteer time?" 

"What about food?" she countered. 

"I'll buy his food." 

"Erik, that's ridiculous." 

"Please, Melba, don't turn that kid away. I promised I 
would help him. I have to do this." 

She arched her brow and crossed her arms over her 
chest. She gave Erik a calculating stare that made his skin 
crawl. Whenever she sized someone up like that, she 
always dug deep and pulled out something the person 
being scrutinized thought they'd managed to hide from the 
world. Erik's throat knotted and he had to cough lightly just 
to get the air flowing again. 

"Is this personal?" she asked. 

"No," he immediately said. "I mean, I didn't know him 
or anything like that." 

Erik proceeded to tell her about the trip to the 
hospital and how he'd been there with little Chris when the 
paramedics had wheeled Angel in. There was an urgency in 
his story, an urgency he hoped she understood. Erik knew if 
Angel didn't get help fast, he might actually succeed in 
killing himself next time. By God, Erik would argue with 
her until he was blue in the face if he had to, anything to 


save a life. Unfortunately, she didn't appear pleased or 
convinced. 

Finally, Dr Mathers said, "Fine. He can stay, but he's 
your responsibility. You have ninety days." 

"Thank you so much," he stood and bowed slightly. 
"You won't regret this, I promise." 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 


Erik darted out of Dr Mathers's office before she had a 
chance to change her mind. He wouldn't put it past the 
woman, especially if more bad news happened across her 
desk. The way he saw it, he got damn lucky and wanted to 
get the hell out of dodge before his luck changed. 

He started down the hall, back toward Jon and Angel. 
The nurse still had the boys' full attention. Their heads 
nodded along as she spoke. Angel scribbled on the papers 
she kept handing him. Apparently, they would be busy for a 
while. Maybe he still had time to get in a quick call with 
Marshall. He fished his phone out of his pocket and started 
to dial the number when a new message popped up. He 
was surprised when the text from his ex-partner read, "I 
haven't stopped thinking about you." 

That old pain he used to have every time he thought 
about Marshall came back with a vengeance. His hand 
gripped at his chest. Erik sent back a reply, asking for a 
phone call. Almost instantly, his phone began to ring and 
Erik quickly dipped into the employee lounge to take the 
call. 

"Hello?" he choked, voice hoarse from physical and 
mental exhaustion. 

"Are you okay?" Marshall asked. 

"Yeah." Erik sighed as he sank down on one of the old, 
brown sofas. "I'll be okay. I just need to rest, I think." 

“Where are you?" 


"At the clinic. I just got chewed out for bringing a new 
patient in because the clinic is apparently closing in three 
months." 

"Oh," Marshall said in a short, airy rush. "I'm so sorry, 
Erik." 

"It's okay. I'll figure something out. My main concern 
is the boy I brought in. I'm going to make sure he gets 
checked in and taken care of, then I am taking his partner 
home. Hopefully, I'll be able to get a little sleep before 
heading back here." 

“Where does the partner live?" 

"Not sure. Hollywood, I think. He mentioned it once, 
but I can't remember now." 

"Wow, you are tired. You never forget anything." There 
was a long pause in the conversation, then Marshall said, 
"If it's closer, you can always come back to my room at the 
Palomar, get some sleep and a shower before going back to 
the clinic." 

The thought of sleeping beside Marshall again excited 
him. The offer made him smile. "Sweetie, if I come to your 
room, sleep will be the last thing on either of our minds, 
and you know it." 

Marshall laughed. "True, but the offer stands. If it's 


easier for you, please, don't hesitate to come back here." 


"I won't," Erik said as he stood from the couch. He 
poked his head out of the door to check his boys. A slight 
laugh escaped his lips. His boys, huh? That wasn't a good 
sign, at all. They looked to be wrapping things up with the 
Admissions nurse and that meant Erik needed to go back to 
them. "I have to go. Should I call before I come?" 


"Should I be expecting you?" 

"I don't know yet." 

"Then yes, call first. I want to make sure I'm awake to 
let you in." 

"Okay. I'll talk to you later then." 

"Good night, Erik." 

"Night, Marshall." 

Erik stepped out of the lounge just as the nurse 
started to come out from behind the counter. She had a 
patient file in hand. Jon still had an arm around Angel's 
waist. Angel's head rested on Jon's shoulder. They both 
looked as tired as Erik felt. The night had been one of the 
longest he'd lived. And if he were to be completely honest 
with himself, he just wanted to curl up beside Marshall and 
sleep a few days away. 

The nurse handed over the file. Erik led Angel and Jon 
to what would be Angel's new residence for the next ninety 
days—if he stuck with the program. Erik gave the boys the 
guided tour of Angel's ten by ten home. He pointed out two 
beds—standard twin beds, not hospital beds. They would 
both eventually prove to be far from comfortable. A wooden 
chest of drawers sat across from them in the center of the 
wall. Angel could keep the clothes he no longer had in 
those drawers. 

Erik frowned. 

"I'll get you some clothes somehow. Don't worry about 
that, okay?" 

Angel nodded. 


"I can bring him some of mine," Jon offered. "We're 
close enough to the same size." 

"Thanks," Angel mumbled. 

"Okay," Erik said as he turned toward the door. "I'll let 
you two spend a little more alone time together. Then, Jon, 
you'll have to go. I'll give you a ride home, okay?" 

Walking out, Erik closed the door to Angel's room. 
Roni headed right for him. 

He looked at her and said, "Give them an hour or so 
alone. Make sure no one bothers them, okay? And come to 
the lounge and wake me up in an hour." 

Roni said, "Sure thing, Dr D." 

Erik went back to the doctor's lounge, closed the door, 
and lay down on the old brown sofa. Normally, the thing 
was tragically uncomfortable, but right now, lying down on 
the lumpy heap was the most heavenly experience Erik 
could've asked for. 

When he closed his eyes, Erik pictured Angel breaking 
down in the hotel room. He'd been in his shoes before and 
felt really bad for Angel, for everything he'd been through 
and had yet to go through. Erik understood. He'd destroyed 
his life and his love all for a drug. Yes, he was a coward too, 
but the booze numbed something broken inside of him. The 
pain of losing Marshall had overshadowed everything else 
and made fixing himself almost impossible. He might never 
know what had broken, but he damn sure wouldn't soak it 
in booze. Never again. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 


Angel's stare followed Dr Daniels as he left the room. 
He kept his focus on the man until he disappeared behind 
the door and it closed. His head lowered as Jon hugged him 
again. A lump wound its way up his throat. He didn't know 
how in the hell he would survive the next ninety days, but 
by God, he could try. 

"You can do this," Jon whispered as he rubbed his 
hands up and down Angel's spine. 

Could he? Could Angel make it through ninety days of 
detox and rehabilitation and facing the shit that made him 
want the drugs in the first damn place? His jaw flexed, 
making the skin ripple against the bone. Jon pressed his 
lips to Angel's cheek and the gentle kiss made Angel close 
his eyes and take a deep breath. He only smelled the scent 
of the man who'd held him during his bad episodes, who'd 
been there every time he needed someone, who'd selflessly 
sacrificed his own happiness to put up with Angel's shit. 

And that's when Angel started feeling the incredible 
weight of guilt, more than a few years’ worth, actually. 

Hands gripped Angel's cheeks as Jon lifted his face. 
"I'm not going to abandon you here, okay? I mean, I'll come 
visit every time I can. I swear I will," Jon said in a serious 
tone. 

"I believe you," Angel responded. He took one last 
deep breath so he'd never forget the way Jon smelled, 
never forget the memories they'd made together, then 


pulled away from the warm embrace of Jon's arms. He sank 
down on the edge of the bed and rubbed his hands over his 
face, trying to wrap his head around the idea of being 
trapped inside those four walls. 

"Jon," he said. "I don't want you to worry about me." 
Jon started to speak and Angel held up a hand to shush 
him. "I know how you are. I know you'll worry. Just... don't 
let my bullshit interrupt your life, okay? You want me to get 
better. I want you happy." 

Jon knelt down in front of him, squeezed himself 
between Angel's legs. "You're getting help. That makes me 
happy," he said as he cradled Angel's face between his 
palms. "You're going to get out of here, and everything is 
going to be okay, all right?" 

Angel nodded, shifting his eyes away. 

"Hey," Jon said, "Look at me." Angel let out an 
aggravated sigh as he looked back at Jon's loving face. "I'm 
going to be here waiting for you to get out of this place. It's 
only three months, Angel, and think about how much better 
off you'll be. Maybe you can even go to school and get your 
life back on track." 

Jon eased up onto his knees and pressed his mouth to 
Angel's. He slipped his tongue through Angel's slightly 
parted lips, turning the kiss into something deeper, more 
passionate than the situation called for, but that's how Jon 
worked. When it came to their romance—or lack thereof— 
Jon always pushed a little too hard. Sure, Jon probably 
thought he was doing Angel a favor, letting him know just 


how much Jon loved and cared for him, but that kiss felt 


like nothing more than a sad goodbye. 
Welcome to hell, Angel. Your life is fucked for the next 


ninety days. 

He pulled away from the kiss and looked away again. 
All this crap had him on the verge of tears. He hated tears. 

Angel resolved himself to doing one of the hardest 
things he would ever have to do—he had to push Jon away. 
For the sake of Jon's life and happiness, Angel had to push 
him far away from the hell he called life. 

"Angel, what's wrong?" Jon asked. 

"You have to go, Jon. You have to go and be happy for 
both of us." 

"Well, I can't stay here, of course, but I—" 

"No. You don't get it. You have to go. Don't look back 
and don't come back." Angel swallowed hard and lowered 
his head. "Jon, I don't love you the way you love me. I don't 
think I am capable of loving like that, okay? So just, go... 
find someone to love you for you. Find someone who will 
take care of you, because God knows, you're a wreck when 
you're alone." 

“What are you saying, Angel? You don't want to see me 
ever again?" 

"I don't know. I do, but... I'm not in love with you, Jon. 
I love you, but it's not like that." 

Jon scooted from between Angel's thighs and sat back 
on the floor. He hugged his legs against his body, resting 
his chin on his knees. Angel's heart sank. Everything they 
had together, everything they were to each other, he knew 


Jon treasured every fucked-up, beautiful, funny, sad, 
intense moment of it. God help him, he felt like an ass, but 
this would be better for Jon. Everything would be better for 
Jon if the kid just moved the hell on. 

"What are you saying?" Jon mumbled against his 
knees. 

"That I think it would be best if you found someone 
who loves you." 

"I don't want someone else." He raised his head and 
met Angel's dark brown gaze. "I want you." 

"Well, I'm not available, and I don't want you seeing 
me like this." Angel stood and started to pace the small 
confines of his ten-by-ten prison. "I don't want you." 

Jon gasped, clenching his eyes and his jaw. "That's the 
drugs talking." 

"No! No, the fuck it isn't. Get out, Jon! Go home!" 

It took a minute before Jon opened his eyes. "Fine," he 
bit out as he hefted himself from the floor. Angel started to 
reach out to him, to apologize and take back all the shit 
he'd just said. The words had been spoken in fear and 
shame, not from the heart. He didn't mean any of it and 
wanted so badly to take it back, but he stopped himself. He 
stood still as a statue and watched as his only friend in the 
entire world stormed out of the room. 
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A door slammed so hard the entire wall shook and the 
sound echoed down the hall. The thunderous boom and the 
sound of feet pounding down the hall ripped Erik away 
from the sleep he couldn't seem to find. He stood from the 
couch and walked out into the hall. 

Jon raced right past Erik, face red, cheeks glistening, 
and charged for the exit. Erik pounded down the hall after 
him, and just before Jon shoved through the door, Erik 
reached out and grabbed his arm. The sudden force of it 
wrenched Jon back. 

"You Okay?" Erik asked, his mouth curling into a 
frown. 


Jon shook his head. "I want to go home now." And that's 
when the tears really started falling. They fell hard and 
fast, clinging to his rosy cheeks as they wound down to his 
lips and dripped off his chin. Erik had to fight like hell to 
resist the urge to hug the kid. It just wouldn't look good, 
especially not at the clinic, not after Dr Mathers had 
presumed the boys were personal to Erik. 


"What happened?" Erik asked, voice soft and full of 
concern 

"I just want to go home," Jon sobbed. 

"Okay. All right, I'll take you now." 

“Thank you." 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 


"Do you want to talk about that?" Erik asked, 
thumbing over his shoulder in the direction of the clinic as 
he and Jon walked back to his car. 

"Not really," Jon said, wiping the tears from his eyes. 

They both climbed into Erik's car. Erik sat there for a 
moment, staring out over the front lawn of West Clinic. 
Dew covered the grass. The sun hadn't started to rise yet. 
With his thumb and forefinger, he pushed up his glasses 
and rubbed his tired eyes. "I need to know what's going on 
with him if I'm going to help him." 

Jon crossed his arms over his chest. He kept staring 
forward, but didn't say a word. 

Erik sighed as he cranked the car and pulled out onto 
the street. Silence. The air around them became so thick 
with tension it could almost be cut with a knife. One hand 
gripped the wheel. He propped his other arm up on the 
door so he could hold up his heavy head. He hadn't been 
this exhausted in a long time. His nerves were frazzled, and 
his patient had apparently just showed his ass. 

“He doesn't want to see me," Jon finally said. "He's not 
in love with me and he doesn't want me in his life." 

Erik's eyes widened and he turned his head to look at 
Jon, noticing fresh tears on his cheeks. They glistened in 
the green and red dash lights of Erik's piece-of-shit car. He 
reached over and took Jon's hand. Nothing he could say 
would ease Jon's pain, so he didn't say anything. He felt 


Jon's fingers tighten around his, felt the shaking and knew 
Jon had started sobbing harder. "Look, don't give up. 
Maybe that's what he needs right now. Maybe he doesn't 
want you to see him like this. It's a pride thing." 

"That's what he said, that he didn't want me to see 
him like this." Jon turned in the seat but never let go of 
Erik's hand. "Dr Daniels, I don't care how he is or how he 
looks. I need to be there for him. I need him to know I am 
the one who loves him and wants to take care of him." 

"I know, Jon, but his needs are more important right 
now. I know that sounds harsh, but that's the way it is. He's 
about to go through the most difficult time of his life. He 
has to be handled with care or he'll be right back out on the 
streets, selling his body and shooting up heroin. Just give 
him time, okay?" 

Jon leaned back against the seat, untwisted his hand 
from Erik's and hugged himself. 

As Erik's beater made its way into the less glamorous 
side of Hollywood, the sky above started to lighten. The 
Palomar Hotel was less than fifteen miles from Jon's 
apartment. It would probably take close to an hour to get to 
Erik's home. If he wanted to get any sleep before he had to 
go back to work, he would have to stay with Marshall. The 
idea excited and terrified him. Erik knew too much time 
with Marshall would rekindle a flame that had been almost 
extinguished and needed to stay that way, but he honestly 
didn't know if he could keep his eyes open long enough to 
make the drive back to his place. 


"Right here," Jon said. His voice snapped Erik out of 
his internal ramblings. Jon pointed a finger toward an old, 
rather worn building. "I live right there." 

Erik pulled into the parking lot. 

Jon looked over at him and frowned. "You okay to 
drive? I mean, I have a couch if you want to crash." 

"No, I'm fine. I've already bent the rules too much 
tonight." Erik half-smiled. "I have a friend staying at the 
Palomar. I'll sleep there for a few hours." 

"Okay," Jon said. "Hey, thanks for everything you've 
done for Angel. It means a lot." 

"I know what he's going through and I hate to see 
anyone suffer like that alone. He'll be okay. We'll get him on 
the right track." 

Jon smiled. "You're a good man, Dr Daniels." 

"Thanks." 

Jon got out of the car and Erik kept an eye on him 
until he disappeared behind his apartment door. In the 
short time he'd known Jon and Angel, he had become so 
protective of them both, and in a way, that kind of scared 
him. If Erik didn't take a step back now, this could become 
a problem. He was quickly becoming too personally 
invested in those two, tip-toeing on that gray line of ethics 
he'd been warned about as he'd sought out his higher 
education. 

Shaking it off, he turned his beater around and headed 
straight to the Palomar, straight to Marshall. He didn't 
remember the drive, didn't remember any particular 


thought, and if that wasn't a testament to how exhausted 
he was, he didn't know what would be. 

He hauled his body into the hotel, to the elevator and 
up to the third floor. "Shit!" He'd forgotten to call Marshall. 
Hopefully his ex would hear him knocking. Marshall always 
heard him banging on the door when he'd hauled himself 
home at three in the morning, too drunk to figure out which 
key unlocked the door. But back in those days, Marshall 
waited up, worrying about him until he saw Erik's face 
again. 

With a sigh, he raised his fist and knocked on the door. 
His forehead pressed against the wood as he let out a hard 
yawn. He heard shuffling inside the room and silently 
thanked God for keeping Marshall awake. 

The door sprung open and Erik nearly fell on his face, 
but Marshall's arms caught him. It shouldn't have been an 
awkward moment, even with Marshall standing there in all 
his male glory, in nothing but his boxer briefs, but it was— 
or at least it felt awkward. Maybe because his clumsiness 
in front of such a beautiful man was an absolute 
embarrassment. And for a moment, Erik lost himself to the 
feel of his palms against that incredible chest. 

Heat rushed his face and he suddenly felt compelled 
to pull away. "Sorry. I'm so tired." 

"I know." Marshall touched his cheek, brushing his 
thumb over Erik's skin. "It shows." He moved from the door 
and swept his arm in toward the room. "Come in. Relax. 
Rest." 


"Thanks," Erik said as he squeezed by his ex-partner. 
He immediately peeled off his jacket and shirt and laid 
them across a chair before kicking off his shoes. With all 
the weight of two beautiful, but damaged boys on his 
shoulders and enough exhaustion to drop an elephant, he 
sank down onto the edge of Marshall's bed. 

Marshall sat down beside Erik, rubbed a circle at the 
small of his back and kissed Erik's bare shoulder. 

"They're really troubling you, huh?" 

"Yeah, they are. The one who entered the program 
told the other one he didn't want to see him anymore. And 
to top it off, I think I am getting too emotionally involved 
with these boys now." 

"Get some sleep, Erik. Everything will be clearer once 
you've rested." 

"You know, my body is tired, but I don't think I could 
sleep right now." 

"Like I said, relax." Marshall slid back on the bed, 
climbed under the covers. He patted the empty spot beside 
him and smiled. "You can cuddle with me. You always were 
the best cuddler." 

Erik laughed as he slid back to join him. Setting his 
glasses on the nightstand, he curled around his lover, 
laying his head on Marshall's chest. He wrapped his arms 
around Marshall's waist and Marshall pulled the covers 
over their bodies as Erik pressed soft kisses to his pecs. 

"I miss this," Erik whispered. 


"Me too," Marshall said. He laid his head back against 
the pillow and brushed his fingers through Erik's hair. "I 
want to have this again, Erik." 


CHAPTER TWENTY 


Those words stopped Erik's heart. They took his breath 
away and warmed him from the inside out. Was Marshall 
really serious about wanting to be with him again? Or did 
he just say that because he wanted to have that closeness 
with someone—anyone—again? 

Erik suddenly remembered his ex asking him to move 
back to San Francisco. He hadn't had a chance to say "Yes" 
or "No" because of the phone call from his beautiful, tragic 
new friends. Could he honestly consider abandoning them, 
not to mention Chris, his thirteen-year-old meth addict? He 
closed his eyes as he tried to process everything. He tried 
to be the calm, cool, level-headed doctor. 

"I want to have this again too, Marshall," he said 
against the muscled waves of his ex-partner's chest. The 
unspoken "but" lingered in the air. He felt Marshall's 
fingers rake through his hair and he had to fight the urge 
to look up at him. If he looked into Marshall's sparkling 
green eyes, he would melt and, most likely, give in to his 
every whim and desire. 

"But... something is stopping you." 

Erik let out a hard sigh. He still couldn't bring himself 
to look up. It just felt better that he didn't. 

"I've always wanted the best for you, you know?" 

"I know," Marshall said softly. He rolled his body which 
caused Erik to finally lift his head. Marshall turned over 
and wrapped himself around Erik, claiming his lips with an 
intensity that made Erik's heart and sex swell. 


Marshall's fingertips lightly glided over Erik's ribs, 
tickling his flesh in a beautifully tender way. His tongue 
brushed the roof of Erik's mouth, swirling and licking and 
thrusting. He moaned against his ex-partner's lips and 
rolled his body so Erik could feel just how badly Marshall 
had missed him. 

Erik pressed his palms against Marshall's shoulder, 
easing them both out of the kiss. His eyes opened slowly, 
meeting Marshall's confused stare. "What are we doing?" 

"Making out. Maybe making love if all goes well," 
Marshall said with a smile as he leaned down to finish the 
kiss. 

"No." Erik stopped him. His tired brown eyes searched 
Marshall's face, back and forth, back and forth again. "You 
tell me you miss this. What do you miss, exactly? Fucking 
me? Being near me? What?" 

"I miss you," Marshall said. He brushed his thumb 
over Erik's lip. "I miss what we had. I... I want to have a 
home with you again." He pressed his lips to Erik's 
forehead. "I never stopped loving you, baby. I didn't want 
you to go, but we both needed that break." 

Erik held Marshall, hugging him with everything he 
had. That was exactly what he needed to hear. He needed 
this to be about more than just sex, just rekindling the lust 
they had for each other before it had ever ignited into full- 
blown love. 

“Nothing would make me happier," he whispered. "I've 
felt so incomplete since I left." 


"Why won't you tell me what the 'but' is that you insist 
on omitting?" 

"I can't leave Los Angeles, Marshall, not right now. I 
have patients who need me." 

"But that's not a 'no', just a 'not right now’, right?" 

Erik smiled, stroking his thumb back and forth over 
Marshall's lips as he stared up at those incredible, 
intoxicating, green eyes. 

"That's exactly what it is." 

“Make love to me, Erik. Make love to me like you used 
to," Marshall begged, drawing the tip of his lover's thumb 
between his lips. 

Erik slipped out from under him and Marshall lay face 
down on the bed, the dark, silky sheets twisting around 
their bodies. He kissed his ex's back as he reached for the 
lube they'd left on the night stand. His erection brushed the 
perfect curve of Marshall's bare bottom and that only made 
him throb harder. 

"I only wanted us to be happy," Erik whispered as he 
lubed his hand. 

"We'll be happy again," Marshall breathed. 

Closing his eyes again, Erik swallowed back the 
excitement and lust and love and fear that had formed a 
hard knot in his throat. He'd never stopped loving Marshall, 
but he'd taken his heart back long ago. He wouldn't give it 
away so easily again. 

After slathering the lube all over his shaft, he eased 
down and slipped his firm length between Marshall's 


cheeks. The head of his erection teased at the warm 
opening. Marshall hissed and let out a breathy "Oh God", 
prompting Erik to push a little harder. 

As always, Marshall felt amazing and welcomed 
everything Erik had to give, as if it were meant for only 
him. His body spread-eagle on the soft, silken sheets of his 
five-star hotel, Marshall arched his back, thrusting his ass 
in the air as Erik fell into rhythm. 

Erik's bare chest pressed against Marshall's back, hips 
wedged between his thighs. Keeping his arms around his 
lover's waist, he thrust inside and pulled back slowly. His 
sac tightened, cock pulsing as the pressure became 
stronger. 

Marshall's excited moans rumbled through his body 
and—though it might have been his imagination—Erik 
swore he felt the tingle against his lips. Moments like this, 
with Marshall beneath him while he made love to him, it 
made the idea of leaving Los Angeles even more appealing 
than it might've been before. To be in Marshall's arms 
every night, to wake up beside him again, it would be a 
dream come true. Hell, the offer alone was more than he 
could've dreamed of. 

"That's it, baby," Marshall rasped. 

Erik's hips rolled again and again. He picked up 
speed, thrust a little deeper. His fingers splayed over 
Marshall's pec, fingers toying with the man's hardened 
nipple. He kissed the back of Marshall's neck. Marshall 


tilted his head forward and Erik laved the sensitive skin 
with his soft tongue. 

"I love you so much," Marshall cried. 

"I love you too," Erik panted as his erection throbbed 
harder. "Oh God," he cried out. "Oh, God!" 

"That's it, baby. Come for me," Marshall begged with 
the same airy voice. 

And that was all it took. Erik came hard—toe-curling 
hard. He gripped Marshall's hip as he growled his pleasure 
into the air, but he wasn't finished because he hadn't shown 
Marshall the same exquisite, thunderous pleasure. 

Pulling out of Marshall's warm body, the hand that 
gripped his lover's hip gave a hard shove and Marshall 
rolled onto his back. Erik lowered his head, took the 
pleading, aroused cock into his mouth. He licked away the 
silky drop teetering on the tip of Marshall's erection, then 
ran his tongue up and down the shaft. His hand massaged 
Marshall's sac and Erik's tongue threaded over the 
sensitive ridge of that beautiful, hardened member. 

Marshall arched, pressing himself deeper into Erik's 
mouth. His eyes rolled back and he bit down on his bottom 
lip. The moan that filled the air sounded as if it had started 
in Marshall's groin, twisting and turning up his body until it 
found an escape through the curve of his plump lips. 

"Erik, I'm close," he rasped, but Erik already knew. He 
felt it in the pulsing of Marshall's shaft, in the tightening of 
his sac. His head bobbed faster. His tongue stroked harder. 


"Holy shit!" Marshall screamed out as he filled Erik's mouth 
with hot, bitter cum. 

Erik swallowed down his lover's release. The softened 
cock slipped out of his mouth and he laid his head against 
Marshall's thigh. He was absolutely spent, and now, hints of 
sunlight spilled through the dark curtains. He hadn't had 
the first wink of sleep, but it had been completely worth it. 
To pleasure Marshall the way he had, to see the pure 
felicity on his lover's face, in his slightly parted lips and 
fluttering eyes, the sacrifice had been completely and 
totally worth it. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 


Less than forty-eight hours had passed. Angel watched 
the clock tick away the minutes and it'd been like watching 
grass grow. In twenty-two minutes, he could mark another 
day away, but it hadn't been an easy one. In fact, it'd been a 
hard, kick-in-the-balls sort of day with nothing but the walls 
to keep him company, nothing but the voices in his head to 
talk to. His body felt like one used and abused, vapid waste 
of space. 

Already, he hated every motherfucker in that God- 
forsaken hospital, clinic, rehab center... whatever they 
wanted to call it. They were all out to make him crazy, he 
just knew it. Probably laughed behind his back while he 
suffered. No one wanted to help him. No one wanted to 
ease his suffering. 

And why the hell hadn't Dr Daniels been by to see him 
yet? 

He lay in that lonely, uncomfortable twin bed, 
sweating and swearing to God the walls were closing in 
tighter around him. He knotted his fingers in his spiky 
black hair and pulled hard at the matted sprigs as he 
fought the urge to scream out or cry. Shivers ran down his 
spine. This place was almost scarier than the worst of the 
fleabag motels he'd stayed in. 

He hadn't slept since he'd arrived. Oh, he'd tried 
closing his eyes, but the shit he'd seen behind his lids had 
been far worse than the four threatening off-white walls. 


He wasn't going to survive ninety days in this place. No 
way. 

"Luke?" The blonde nurse who'd been taking care of 
him called from the door. 

"Don't fucking call me that!" he growled, jerking his 
head up from the pillow. "My name is Angel!" 

"Sorry, Angel," she said. "Can I come in?" 

"What do you want?" 

"It's time for your meds, and trust me, you want what I 
have in this cup." 

She held a little paper cup of green liquid in her tiny 
hand. Angel's nose curled. The shit looked like something 
from a bio-chemical spill, like it would make an arm grow 
out of his forehead. 

"What is that?" he asked, nodding at the cup. 

"Liquid methadone. It's a small dose. For the heroin 
withdrawals." 

Angel reached his trembling hand out to take the cup, 
but she didn't give it to him. It stayed locked in the safety 
of her calm fingers because she obviously didn't trust his 
ability to keep the little piece of paper in his hand. 

"Want me to do it for you?" she asked, giving him a 
soft, understanding smile. 

Shamed, he lowered his head and nodded. "Please." 

The nurse lifted the cup to his lips. Her other hand 
rested on the back of his neck. Together, he tilted his head 
and she tilted the cup. The green goo rolled down his 


tongue and the taste of it curled his features. His eyelids 
clenched and he shook his head. 

"That shit's nasty." 

"I know, but you're going to feel much better in a few 
minutes." Giving him a reassuring grin, she patted his 
shoulder. "Dr Daniels should be in here to see you soon." 

"About damn time." 

"It's standard for the shrinks to wait a day or so before 
harassing you guys. We do all the medical stuff up front. 
They come in later to play around with your brain." The 
corner of her lip curled into a half smile. "Look, sweetie. 
Nothing about this is going to be easy for you. You can play 
the tough guy all you want, but that strength would be 
better used for fighting your urges and sticking this out. 
My job is to do the best I can for you, and I promise, I will. 
You just have to let me help you. You have to let Dr Daniels 
help you, okay?" 

Angel sunk back down in the bed, curled his one and 
only pillow under his head and cradled it to the side of his 
face. He could already feel his eyes getting heavy. The 
nurse pulled the blanket up to his chin then reached over 
and dimmed the bedside lamp. She left him alone, 
content... or rather, high enough that he wouldn't know the 
difference. 


2K OK OK OK 


Erik saw it coming, he really did. But he really 
couldn't react in time to stop it. He looked back down at his 
file, walking the hall while jotting a quick note for the 
nurses. Roni was doing the exact same thing. With her 
head down and her pen scribbling notes in Angel's chart, 
she started in Erik's direction. The path was wide enough 
for the two of them, and keeping with proper hallway traffic 
etiquette, Roni should've kept to the left, but she didn't. 
And with a preoccupied doctor roaming around, the two 
were a recipe for disaster. They walked right into each 
other, causing Roni to fall flat on her butt. 

"Oh God, Roni, I'm sorry," Erik said with a gasp as he 
kneeled down to help her up. Her file had emptied, 
scattering scribbled pages all over the floor. "Please, let 
me." 

He started picking up the papers that had flown 
across the linoleum when Roni reached out and touched his 
forearm. 

"Erik, I can get this. You have a patient you've been 
avoiding." 

With a sigh, he sat back on his heels and rubbed the 
back of his neck. "I know I do." 

"Is there a problem?" 

"Not really. It's probably all in my head." 

"Need to talk about it?" 

"Not yet. But if I do, I'll be sure to find you," he said 
with a soft smile. 


"Good." Roni removed her hand from Erik's arm and 
resumed collecting her papers. Without looking up at him, 
she said, "Go see your patient now, Dr Daniels. I think he 
needs a moment of your time." 

Erik rose to his feet, looked down the hall toward 
Angel's door then back to Roni kneeling down on the floor. 
"You're probably right. Thanks, Roni." 

"Anytime, Erik." She smiled up at him. 

With more than a hint of hesitation, he walked down 
the hall to Angel's door. Erik's palm pressed against the 
cold, pale surface. He'd talked to patients a million times 
before, but this wasn't just any patient. This wasn't some 
nameless, faceless stranger. He'd spent time with this kid 
and his partner. He'd gotten to know them and knew what 
would be on the line if he failed. 

He lightly rapped his knuckles against the door. 
Angel's hoarse, groggy voice called out for him to come in 
and Erik cracked the door. The room was dark. Florescent 
lights could be hell on unready eyes and he didn't want to 
be too invasive, not on their first official visit, so he left the 
lights just as he'd found them. "It's Dr Daniels," he said 
from the hall. 


2K OOK OK OK 


Angel attempted to sit up in the bed, but the room 
started to spin and his stomach began doing back flips. 


"Yeah?" Angel said as he rolled onto his back and 
stared up at the ceiling. 

"How are you hanging in there?" Erik asked as he 
pulled a chair closer to Angel's bed. "Is the methadone 
helping any?" 

"Feels like it," Angel croaked. He scrubbed both hands 
over his face. "I feel fucking high. Isn't that wrong? I mean, 
I'm not supposed to be getting high, right?" 

"No, you're not, but we do want to ease your suffering, 


help you come down as much as we can without risking 
relapse." 


“Whatever, Doc. At least I'm not freaking out like I was 
earlier." 

"Sorry about that. Policy is to watch new patients for 
twenty-four hours before giving out the meds." Dr Daniels 
laid the file in his lap and leaned forward, resting his 
elbows on his knees. "So, do you want to talk about Jon?" 

"There's nothing to talk about." 

Erik's brow arched. "There isn't?" 

“What do you want me to say?" 

"The truth? Whatever is on your mind? Why did you 
tell him to leave and not come back?" 

"Look, Doc, you don't know Jon. He's sweet—too 
sweet. He doesn't need to spend every waking moment 
worrying about me, and that's what he's been doing for 
months now. I want him to move on with his life, find 
someone who deserves a guy as good as him. I'm not that 
guy." 

"What if you are?" 


"I'm not." 

"That's not for you to decide. If he loves you and you 
love him—" 

"I don't," Angel bit out, interrupting him. "I mean, I do, 
but not like that. He's my best friend and he'll always be my 
best friend... I hope." He combed his fingers over his scalp, 
and turned his head to face the doctor. "I just want him to 
be happy, no matter what happens to me." 

"I suppose that's admirable, or maybe it's cowardly." 

"Yeah, maybe." 

"Do you think you were being a coward?" 

"I think I don't want to talk about it right now." Angel 
glared. 

Erik pressed his palm to the air. 

"Fair enough." He sat back, relaxing slightly. "So, why 
heroin? What pushed you toward drugs?" 

“What drove you to drink?" 

"This isn't about me." 

"Why? You're no better than me, right?" 

Dr Daniels stiffened, shoulders squaring. "I would say 
I'm not, but I kicked my addiction. Now, are you brave 
enough to do the same? Are you strong enough to 
overcome the smack or do you want it to keep controlling 
you?" 

Angel thought about the past forty-eight hours: the 
shaking and sweats, the paranoia and loneliness. He 
thought about how he'd been living and how he wanted to 


live. He knew the worst was yet to come and honestly, the 
idea of being on the streets seemed a lot less frightening. 

He bit down on his bottom lip, casting his eyes away 
from the doctor. Could he overcome his addiction? Did he 
have the strength? 

When he finally spoke again, his voice sounded 
unsure, even to his own ears, and in a broken whisper, he 
finally said, "I don't know." 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 


"Look," Erik said as he stood from the chair. Angel had 
a hard dose of tough love coming his way and he didn't 
even know it. "You're not going to waste my time and you're 
not going to take away from my other patients, so you can 
have one of the nurses call for me when you decide you're 
ready to actually talk." 

He started for the door, hoping Angel would call him 
back, hoping whatever had pushed Angel down the dark 
and dangerous road of substance abuse would come out. 
He never expected it to be blurted at him. 

“It's an abomination, Luke.' That's what my dad said 
when I told him I was gay." Angel sat up in the bed, his 
back pressed against the pillow, arms crossed over his 
chest. Erik slowly turned, went back to the chair, and sat 
down facing Angel's bed. The kid looked up at the ceiling 
and Erik could see redness beginning to fill his deep, brown 
eyes. 

"He sounded so damn calm," Angel began again. "But 
God, I could tell how pissed off he was by the way he glared 
at me. Had I given a shit what Dad thought, I wouldn't have 
said anything about it. I would've ridden it out then moved 
away." 

"But you wanted to hurt him?" 

"No. Well, maybe, but you don't understand. That 
conservative jackass has the moral fortitude of a ground 
slug. He slung a Bible around and quoted scripture with the 


best of them, just like the other hypocrites they forced me 
to pray with every Sunday. ‘Judge none,' they said. 'God 
loves all his children,' until those beloved children chose to 
come out of the closet and tell the world the opposite sex 
didn't do it for them. Those once precious, beloved children 
of God were now an abomination, a sin, and God didn't 
have room for sinners. What kind of message is that for a 
kid who just realized his sexual preference didn't fit the 
scriptures, didn't fit in with everything he'd ever been 
taught was right?" 

"So all of this is about religion? Sounds like you just 
wanted to rebel against him." 

"No. Not all of it. I told him to go to hell. He raised his 
hand in the air and brought it down hard enough to knock 
me on my ass. My sister just cried and my mother didn't do 
shit to help me. So I left. I ran away from home and away 
from his intolerance." 

"Why heroin, Angel? What made you start using?" 

"Do you know how expensive it is to get from Maine to 
LA?" 

Erik shook his head. 

“More money than a runaway can get after pissing off 
the person who controls his money. I barely made it out of 
New England. I started having sex for money. Anyone who 
wanted it, man or woman, I did it. Fucking made me 
miserable. I got to the point where I couldn't even close my 
eyes without seeing every disgusting thing I'd done." 

"So getting high made you forget?" 


Angel nodded. 

Erik stared silently for a long moment. He'd heard that 
very same story a few times before. Not necessarily the 
coming out part, but the abusive parents and running away 
from home. This, however, was the first time Erik wanted to 
pull a patient into his arms and hold him until all the bad 
stuff faded away. He wanted to stay by Angel's side and 
ride through the detox and the revelations with the kid so 
Angel wouldn't have to suffer alone. 

Erik had to get out of that room. If he stayed there a 
moment longer, he might not leave. 

Standing from the chair, he gathered the file and 
tucked it under one arm. He could feel Angel's eyes 
following his every movement. Erik could feel them, as if 
the kid's stare could sear his flesh. 

He patted Angel's lower leg and said, "Get some rest. 
Let the meds do their magic. We'll talk again soon, I 
promise." 

Heading toward the doctors’ lounge, Erik thought he 
would hide out in there for a little while. Everything about 
Angel overwhelmed him and he just needed a moment to 
find his focus again. He couldn't deny that he had an 
unwavering need to take care of the kid, and not just as a 
doctor would their patient, but more as a friend. That gray 
line came back to haunt him again, that mythical wall of 
ethics he'd been teetering on since he'd met Jon and Angel. 
If it kept up, he'd have no choice but to hand Angel off to 


another doctor, and that was the last thing Erik wanted to 
do. 

He sat down at the table in the center of the doctors' 
lounge. The pink Formica veneer was sticky with God only 
knew what. The moment Erik's palm touched the surface, 
his stomach tied in knots and his face curled in disgust. 
People could be such slobs. 

The florescent light overhead began to give him a 
headache, and if it wasn't for having to write out his notes 
in Angel's file, he might've said "Screw it" and escaped the 
entire bleak world of West Clinic for an hour or so. 

Pen in one hand, his forehead propped against his 
other, he stared down at the file as he tried to piece 
together something clinical and logical, intelligent, and 
educated. He had just put the pen to paper when his cell 
phone began to vibrate in his pocket. When he saw the 
name on the screen, his heart beat a little harder, a smile 
stretched his lips, and the dark, dreary world of West Clinic 
seemed a little brighter. 

“Hey you," Erik said with a grin as he held the phone 
to his ear. 

“You're in a good mood," Marshall responded. 

"No. Just glad to hear your voice. What's up?" 

"I want to meet you for lunch. I have to head back to 
San Francisco tonight, but I didn't want to leave town 
without seeing you first." 

"It's time for you to go already?" 


"I'm afraid so, baby." There was a long pause, like 
Marshall wanted Erik to say he would go with him or 
maybe beg him to stay. When Erik remained silent, 
Marshall continued. "So meet me for lunch, will you?" 

"Of course, but can we meet on this side of town? We'll 
get to see each other longer. There's a great hibachi grill 
just around the corner from the clinic. I can text the 
address to you. Want to meet me there?" 

"Sounds perfect." 

“Good. See you soon." 

They both waited for the "I love you" that never 
seemed to come anymore. It was sad, really. They both 
loved each other—never stopped loving each other—but the 
idea of saying it after a phone call just felt weird. Sure 
they'd said it after making love, but after a conversation? 
Only couples did that sort of thing, right? 

Erik ended the call and finished jotting down his 
notes. It would take Marshall a good twenty, maybe thirty 
minutes to get to the restaurant, so he had a little time. He 
finished writing what he had to say about the troublesome, 
heroin addict known simply as "Angel," locked the file away 
so prying eyes couldn't steal a peek, then tore out of the 
clinic like the place had caught fire. If Erik didn't disappear 
quickly, someone would surely stymie his plans to meet his 
beautiful, beloved ex-partner before the man left town. 

Pulling into the restaurant's parking lot, Erik felt an 
excited flutter in his heart at the sight of Marshall's Land 


Rover. He parked his beater next to Marshall's modern ode 
to wealth and hauled ass into the restaurant. 

Marshall's sprigs of dirty-blond hair poked up from a 
booth in the back. Erik was half-thankful he'd picked 
something private and not the open seating around the 
hibachi grill. He snuck up to the back of the booth and stole 
a quick peck at Marshall's cheek before taking the seat 
across from his ex. 

"You smell good," Erik said. 

"Thanks. It's the cologne you bought for me our last 
Christmas together." 

"Ah." 

"Yeah." Marshall shifted in his seat and picked up the 
menu. Erik noticed the red hue covering his ex's cheeks 
and almost laughed. Marshall had always been too cute for 
words. "So, I assume you want sushi." 

"Sounds good," Erik said. "Just order a bunch of rolls 
and some sashimi. We'll share." 

Marshall grabbed the order form and placed a little 
slash next to each type of roll he wanted. They had the 
same taste, so no matter what he chose, Erik would enjoy 
it. Once finished, he handed the slip of paper over to the 
waiter and thanked her with a genuine smile. 

Erik loved the way Marshall looked happy no matter 
what simple little act he was involved in. No matter what, 
he always had a smile on his face and lilt in his voice. The 
only time Erik had seen any different had been when they'd 


broken up. And the face Marshall had worn that night 
hadn't been anger. It'd been hurt. 

"I wish you didn't have to leave," Erik finally said. 

"Me too, but I have work and the paper won't wait." 

"I know." 

"You could always come with me." 

"I have patients, Marshall." Erik reached across the 
table and held his ex's hand. "If it weren't for them, I would 
go with you in a heartbeat." 

"I know." Marshall gave his hand a firm squeeze. "But 
you can visit me, right? And when your patients have 
completed treatment, then maybe you can move back to 
San Fran?" 

Erik laughed softly. "Maybe. We'll have to see how this 
hand plays out. I'll be looking for a new job in three months 
anyway." He sighed, the edge of his lip perked, staging a 
smile for Marshall just because he didn't want to be the one 
to ruin their last meal together. He said, "We'll start with a 
long, romantic weekend, and if everything goes well, we 
can talk about me moving back." 

"I like that plan," Marshall said. 

They polished off the plate of sushi and shared a few 
laughs here and there. Before they knew it, Erik's lunch 
break ended and he had an appointment with an old patient 
in less than ten minutes. 

Hand in hand, they walked out to the parking lot. Erik 
touched his hands to Marshall's cheeks as he leaned in for 
a kiss. It was meant to be short and sweet, but quickly 


escalated into deep and sensual before either of them 
found enough will to reel their passion back in. 

Erik pulled back and opened his eyes slowly. "I'm 
going to miss you so much." He said in a low, soft voice. His 
thumb brushed over Marshall's moistened lips. 

"I'll miss you too." Marshall said. He wrapped his arms 
around Erik's waist and mumbled against shoulder, "You 
call me. I would love to hear your voice every once in a 
while." 

Kissing Marshall's temple, Erik said, "I promise I will. 
Be careful, okay? And call me when you get home so I don't 
worry." 

"I will, I promise." 

"I love you," Erik said. 

Marshall lifted his head. "I love you too, baby." 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 


Nearly eight hours had passed since Dr Daniels left 
the room. Angel lay in one of the two twin beds. Paranoia 
made him choose the one closest to the door, just in case he 
had a sudden need to bolt. The sheets were wrinkled from 
all his tossing and turning, corners pulled away from the 
edges of the mattress. A thin sheen of sweat covered his 
pale skin, despite the shivers giving the illusion that he 
might be cold. His gnarled body ached all over, and it 
seemed he only found relief while curled into a ball on his 
side. 

Roni spent half the night begging him to eat. Nearly 
every time she would go by his room to check on him, she 
would suggest trying something light and bland, something 
easy on his stomach. The one time she brought food with 
her, he started to dry heave almost as soon as he took the 
first bite, which didn't help the sandpaper feeling in his 
throat. 

As if all that wasn't bad enough, his eyes watered and 
burned, and he could barely see anything around him 
anymore. Not that the scenery—or lack thereof—helped to 
take his mind off how badly he wanted to get high. 

Something had to give. He couldn't keep doing this 
shit. Coming down wasn't a pleasant experience. The sixty- 
plus-hours-clean withdrawals he felt now made those first 
few hours seem like a walk in the park. At this rate, he 


would lose his mind well before his body had a chance to 
heal itself. Angel could feel that shit coming. 

"Help me!" he suddenly cried out, screaming at the 
top of his lungs. No one came running. How cruel could 
those assholes be? Promise him help, and this is the kind of 
treatment he got? "F-fucking help!" 

Every inch of his skin tingled. He shuddered against 
the bed, hands white-knuckling the sheets. If they didn't 
help him soon, he was just going to throw in the towel and 
walk away. 

The pitter patter of dainty feet charged down the hall, 
slapping to a stop as soon as they reached his door. Roni 
charged in, yelling out a stream of "What's wrong? What 
can I do? Calm down, please." 

"I c-can't d-do this! It h-hurts!" Angel cried. "It h-hurts 
and I n-need to get h-high!" 

"No, honey. Getting high isn't going to solve anything. 
It's not going to make it better." She knelt down beside his 
bed, covering his shaking hand with her fingers. "Come on. 
Let's get you out of this room for a bit, huh?" 

Pulling his hand away, he shook his head back and 
forth. "I can't. I c-can't stay h-here and d-do this anymore." 

"Let's go to the courtyard and get some air," Roni 
suggested. "Getting out of this room will do you a world of 
good, Angel." 

"I c-can't," he breathed as tears rolled down his 
cheeks, dripping onto the stark, white sheets wrapped 
around his body. 


"Angel, look at me." Roni gripped his chin and lifted 
his head. Angel's puffy, red eyes met her hard, stern stare. 
"As long as you keep telling yourself that you can't do this, 
you won't be able to. You have to believe that you have the 
will to beat your addiction. You have to want this as much 
as you want air or water or... or your life. Don't give up 
now, honey. You can beat this." 

With her hand locked around Angel's, she helped him 
up in the bed, keeping her eyes trained on his. He could do 
this. Even if he didn't have faith in himself, she seemed to 
and so did Dr Daniels. Angel nodded his head slowly and let 
her walk him out to the clinic's inner courtyard. 

The area was a decent size, surrounded on three sides 
by the clinic's walls. The last bit had been blocked off from 
the outside world by a wall of fencing. The part of the fence 
the patients could see was made of wood. It made a good 
attempt to hide the chain-link and curls of barbed wire just 
behind it. A tree here and there made the place feel cozier, 
Angel supposed. Concrete sidewalks crisscrossed through 
the center. Every few feet, there was a wooden bench. Roni 
guided him over to one, sat down, and eased him down 
beside her. She wrapped one arm around his shoulders and 
he nestled against her side. 

"This is a nice place to relax, Angel. You should take 
advantage of it." 

Angel's teeth chattered as he tried to speak. 

"Shh," Roni whispered. "Just relax. You don't have to 
talk." Her hand rubbed up and down his arm as he stared 


up at the starry night above. "In a few hours, you can have 
meds and it will take some of that pain away. Then Dr 
Daniels will be by to talk to you." 

He tensed against her side, lowered his head and 
swallowed hard. "I... I d-don't want to t-talk." 

"You have to. You have to get to the root of your 
problems. If you don't solve them, then they could easily 
come back. You don't want that, do you?" 

"N-no but—" 

"There's no 'but' to it. Everything we do here, we do 
for a reason. It's not because we want you to suffer. It's the 
opposite, really. You need to go to group because you need 
to learn how to talk to people, how to deal with them, and 
form relationships. You have to relearn some of the 
fundamental basics of being in the world and around 
people without having the urge to get high because you're 
having a hard time dealing with things. Like I said Angel, 
we're here to help you, but you have to let us." 

"W-what if I c-can't be helped?" 

“Everyone can be helped, Angel. I firmly believe that. 
You just have to want it." 

Angel looked back up at the night, at the stars. Those 
same stars twinkled over his family's home in Maine, and 
he wondered if his mom or sister looked up at those stars 
and wondered if he was out there doing the same. When he 
was high, he'd never realized just how badly he missed 
them. Now that his mind was somewhat clear, he'd give 
almost anything just to hug them both again. And God, the 


shit he'd said to Jon, his best friend. Had he screwed up so 
badly he'd lost the only person who'd ever cared for him 
and understood him? 

"I'm alone," he whispered. Tears dripped onto the light 
blue shirt they'd put him in. All the new people wore the 
same color shirt, a sort of a sign to the nurses that those 
people needed to be watched closely. Darker blue spots 
formed where his tears fell, and Angel made no attempt to 
hide them. He didn't care. He was broken and he didn't 
give a shit who knew it. 

"No, sweetie, you're not alone," Roni said. "We're all 
here to help you and as soon as your first two weeks are 
over, and if you show progress, you'll get the chance to 
have visitors." 

Angel nodded against her shoulder. The idea of Jon 
seeing him clean gave him a new reason to stick with it. He 
owed Jon that much after everything he'd put him through. 
Then maybe, just maybe, he could see his family again. 

"I want to be saved," he rasped through the tears and 
Roni's arms tightened around him. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 


"I'm back in San Francisco." Marshall's voice sounded 
so thin and distant. Erik heard the clanking, scraping rattle 
of keys hitting a hard surface, like Marshall didn't waste a 
moment after walking in the door before making the phone 
call he'd promised. "Are you still at the clinic?" 

"No," Erik said as he padded toward the kitchen, 
gripping the phone in one hand while the other attempted 
to rub the tiredness from his face. "I actually went home 
early tonight. I needed a break before I lost my mind." 

"Why? What's wrong?" 

Erik heard the cracking of a plastic bottle, heard the 
giant gulps Marshall took, and he imagined the Adam's 
apple bobbing in Marshall's sexy, slender throat as he 
swallowed down whatever he was drinking. He imagined 
his fingers grazing up and down Marshall's neck from 
collar to jaw, and he had to clear his throat before speaking 
again. 

"Nothing specifically. It's just," Erik sighed as he 
leaned against the worn, cracked kitchen counter, arms 
crossed over his bare chest. "Dealing with junkies can be 
hard sometimes. I wish they would just listen and not fight 
back, you know?" 

"If that were the case, they wouldn't need your help, 
now would they?" 

"And leave it to my ex to be the voice of reason." Erik 
laughed lightly. 


"I don't like that." 

"Like what?" 

“You calling me your ex." 

"But that's what you are." 

"Call me your friend or... or even your lover, but not 
your ex. It sounds so... so final, like there's no chance of it 
ever changing." 

Erik let out a deep, unsteady breath. "Let's not get our 
hopes up. I love you and God knows I miss you already. But 
if things don't work out, I don't want either of us to be 
disappointed." 

"You've always had such little faith." 

"I never had ‘little faith' in us." 

"Maybe," Marshall mumbled. "Seems you do now." 

"You think I don't believe in us as a couple?" 

“Honestly, I don't know. I think you want to believe in 
us, but you're afraid to." 

What could he say to that? Marshall was right, but he 
always seemed to be right when it came to them. Erik 
gulped down his first cup of coffee then poured himself 
another. Apparently the night would turn out to be a long 
one. "I'm realistic, Marshall. That's all." 

"Yes, my beloved doctor. Ever the realist." Marshall let 
out a hard yawn. "I need to unpack and get to bed. Seven 
comes early." 

"That it does. Sleep well, Marshall. We'll talk soon." 

"Goodnight, Erik." 

Dial-tone. 


Marshall hung up without waiting for the "I love you" 
this time. Erik didn't know if that was a good or bad sign, 
whether they'd reached the dreaded impasse of their 
relationship or if Marshall simply didn't need or want to 
hear the words anymore. 

Erik shut his phone off and tossed it onto the kitchen 
counter. He sucked down one last cup of coffee before 
making his way toward his bedroom. He wasn't tired, but 
the idea of settling in with a good book really tickled his 
fancy at the moment. 

Then he heard a knock at the door. 

"Dammit." He sighed as he headed back out to the 
living room. No one ever came to visit him, especially at 
this time of night, but that wouldn't stop him from 
welcoming... 

As soon as the door opened, he saw Jon's small frame 
and light blond hair. "What are you doing here?" Erik asked 
with a frown. 

"I need some advice and you're the smartest person I 
know," Jon said as he waved a large, white folder in the air. 

"What is that?" 

"I'm going to school." 

"And this couldn't wait?" 

Jon rolled his eyes and crossed his arms, huffing as he 
said, "Please help me. Like I said, I don't know anyone 
else." 

Erik opened the door further to invite Jon inside then 
closed it behind him. As they passed by the couch, Erik 


snatched up the ‘T-shirt he had tossed there earlier. He 
pulled the wrinkled rag over his head and guided Jon over 
to the kitchen table. This wasn't how he'd wanted to spend 
the rest of the night, but taking one look at Jon and 
remembering the way the kid had been so devastated by 
Angel's harsh words, there was no way he could say no. 

He flipped on the cheap light fixture that hung over 
his equally cheap table and held out his arm, pointing 
toward a rickety, wooden chair to offer Jon a seat. 
"Thirsty?" 

Jon shook his head. 

Erik went to the back of the kitchen and poured 
himself yet another cup of coffee. It was definitely going to 
be a long night. And this—Jon being at his place—didn't 
look good no matter how he spun the story. His patient's 
partner or ex-partner or best friend or... whatever, didn't 
need to be at his apartment. But then again, Erik had never 


been the kind of guy who could say no to a person in need. 


He took a seat beside the kid and reached for the 
envelope. It wasn't UCLA, but rather some small 
community college somewhere on the other side of LA. If 
Erik had to guess, he would venture that Jon had chosen 
the place to stay far away from Angel just like Angel had 
asked. But in the grand scheme of things, did the school or 
location really matter? At least it was some school. At least 
Jon wanted to make something of himself. If being kicked 
out of Angel's life shifted the kid into full gear, then far be 
it from Erik to judge. 


Erik put his wire-rimmed glasses back on and looked 
over the papers—mostly applications for financial aid and 
brochures about the campus and classes—while Jon 


chewed down his fingernails. Shaking his head, Erik put 
the papers down in a neat pile. "Is this really about 
school?" 

Jon shifted nervously in the wooden seat as his fingers 
twirled a long tendril of golden hair. "What do you mean?" 

“Come on. You barely know me and you're asking me 
for advice on school? Do you really need help with this or 
did you come over here to find out about Angel?" 

Lowering his head in shame, Jon nodded and 
mumbled, "Yeah." 

Then his head shot up and he grabbed Erik's hand. 
"But I really do need help with this paperwork for school." 

"Okay." Erik pulled his hand back and took a big gulp 
of coffee, hoping to mask his nervous swallowing so it 
wasn't quite so obvious. "I'll help you with the paperwork, 
but I can't really talk about Angel. Doctor-patient 
confidentiality and all. You understand, right?" 

"Yeah. Just... can you tell me if he's still in the 
program? He hasn't dropped out, has he?" 

"No, he's still there." 

"Has he talked about me at all?" Jon chewed on the 
edge of his lip. 

"For a moment," Erik said and Jon's eyes widened. "He 
wants you to move on with your life, do something to make 
yourself happy without having to worry about him." 

Well, that sucked the life right out of the kid. Erik 
watched as his shoulders slumped and his face lost that 


excited expression it'd had before he went and broke Jon's 
fragile little heart. 

Jon let out a sigh. "I want to be happy with him." 

This time, Erik placed his hand over Jon's and the kid 
looked up at him. He could clearly see the red, puffy 
sadness in Jon's eyes and he couldn't handle it. Erik's heart 
sank. He wished he could save both those boys, fix them in 
a way he couldn't fix his relationship with Marshall, but it 
seemed like the cards had been stacked against those two 
long before he ever got involved. 

"Jon, I think you're doing the best thing you can for 
the both of you. I think going to school and getting your life 
on track will prove to Angel that you can survive without 
him. Angel needs someone who will be strong, who can 
stand on his own. You need to be that person if you want to 
be the kind of guy Angel wants and needs." 

"I know. That's why I am doing this. I thought I would 
go to school, find a real job and a better place to live, and 
when Angel gets out of rehab, he'll have somewhere to go if 
he wants it. I don't want to see him on the streets again, 
and if that means I have to support him for a while, then 
that's what I'm willing to do." 

"That's good, Jon. That's really good. He'll need 
someone he trusts when he comes out of this. I know. I wish 
I'd had someone waiting for me when I got out, but I..." 

Erik's words trailed off as he remembered taking that 
lonely walk down the hallway and out of the front doors of 
the rehab center he'd been in. Every step, he'd prayed 


Marshall would be there waiting with open arms, ready to 
take him back so they could have their dream life together, 
but Marshall hadn't been there. He hadn't been waiting to 
help Erik heal and move ahead. Erik had faced his own 
journey alone and wouldn't wish that on anyone. It was 
hard enough, but doing it alone was almost maddening, 
even with a sponsor on standby. 

“Whatever you do," Erik looked Jon straight in the 
eyes. "If this is something you're serious about, you stick by 
him, no matter what. He'll have low days and high days. 
He'll be full of light and life one minute then completely 
down in the dumps the next. No matter what mood he's in, 
you have to be strong and stick by him. Understand?" 

Jon nodded slowly, never tearing his eyes away. 

"Good," Erik said with a smile. He patted Jon's 
clenched fist, took another sip of his coffee and reached for 
the paperwork again. "So this first form," he said as he slid 
the page across the table. "This is your financial aid form. 
You'll probably qualify. Do you want to fill it out?" 

"Yes, please." Jon took the paper and grabbed one of 
Erik's pens. He looked down at the page, staring at the 
lines and words. Tears still clung to his lashes, threatening 
to slip down onto his cheeks. He looked back up at Erik and 
said a soft, "Thank you." 

"Anytime, Jon. Anytime," Erik said with a reassuring 
nod. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 


It'd been two weeks and, as far as Erik could tell, 
Angel had been showing some promise. He still had really 
violent nightmares and he didn't trust anyone, but at least 
he actually wanted to talk now, though he still refused to 
talk to the group. 

“Knock, knock," Erik said, lightly tapping his knuckle 
against Angel's door. He found the guy sitting on the bed 
with his legs gathered to his chest by arms coated with a 
thin film of sweat. It glistened in the soft light of the table 
lamp on the nightstand next to Angel's bed. "I brought 
something for you." 

Angel barely lifted his head, mumbling some 
incoherent sound Erik couldn't understand. Erik stepped 
into the room and closed the door behind him before taking 
his normal seat next to Angel. He tossed a tablet and a 
small box of pencils onto the bed. 

Angel looked down and arched his brow. "What's 
this?" 

“Therapy. It's the best I have to offer right now. Write. 
Draw. Doodle. I don't care, but do something so you don't 
lose your mind." 

"Too late," Angel muttered. 

Erik huffed out a breath as he pulled the seat closer 
and whispered, "Bullshit." He sat back in the chair, crossed 
his legs ankle to knee and quietly watched for a moment, 
giving Angel a chance to talk before he opened his mouth. 


Of course, his steely patient with the raw, hardcore attitude 
of a common street punk didn't say a word. 

"I'm not leaving until you talk to me," Erik said. 

Nothing. 

"I can stay here all night." 

"Look," Angel said as he lifted himself from the 
mattress. He began pacing back and forth between the two 
beds, bare feet slapping at the linoleum. His fingers tugged 
at the bottom of his blue shirt. "I'm doing the best I fucking 
can. What more do you want from me?" 

"I want you to open up to me. Talk to me like you 
appreciate my help." 

Angel's body tensed, breath catching. His jaw 
clenched and his brow wrinkled. With his arms crossed 
over his chest, Angel glared at Erik. It was the sound of a 
sniffle that finally made Erik really look at him. 

"C'mon, Angel, talk to me. You know you need to get 
this crap off your chest. I can see how bad it hurts. Letting 
go will help to ease your pain. Trust me. I've been there." 

"Not like this." 

"Angel, every story is different, but the results are 
always the same. You wanted to forget everything. You 
wanted control of your life and you didn't have it. I didn't 
have control over my life. I had a great life, but it wasn't 
mine and drinking let me control how I felt. I was afraid of 
losing everything, so I drank more. It was an endless cycle 
and it took really screwing up, losing everything I had, 
before I realized I had to stop." 


With a deep breath, Angel sank down onto the floor 
with his back against the wall. "I'm not proud of anything I 
did. I hated the gross shit I put myself through just so I 
could get high," he finally said. "I hated leaving my mom 
and sister with my asshole father. I hated that I didn't have 
the strength to stand up to him for them. I miss them." He 
sighed. "But I had to get away from him. I had to leave that 
house before I hurt him. I mean, I wanted to beat the shit 
out of the guy." 

Erik turned in the chair, steepled his arms against his 
knees, and locked his fists under his chin. "What happened 
when you left home? You said you sold your body, right?" 

Angel refused to look up and his voice wavered as he 
continued. "Yeah, I had about two hundred dollars to my 
name. I didn't get far on that. I think I was somewhere 
around Michigan when I ran out of money. A guy 
propositioned me and I told him I would fuck him for five- 
hundred dollars. He paid me three. I realized I could get to 
Los Angeles if I kept doing that." Angel shrugged. "It was 
okay the first few times." 

“What changed?" 

“There was a guy who was rough. After he was done 
with me, I couldn't walk right for a few days. A person I'd 
met along the way suggested getting high, said it would 
take the pain away. That was the first time I snorted heroin. 
It worked. I didn't feel the fucking pain anymore and that 
was the first time since I'd left home that I actually slept 


through the night without feeling some random dude's 
nasty fucking hands crawling all over me." 

"So you kept screwing your way west, getting high 
along the way?" 

Angel's head shot up and his eyes locked on Erik. He 
saw the shimmer of tears clinging to Angel's lashes, saw 
the swollen, red rims. He climbed down onto the floor to sit 
beside Angel and offered the kid his hand. 

At first, Angel only stared at him with wide eyes, like 
Erik had lost his mind or something. His silent refusal 
prompted Erik to open his hand a little wider and move it a 
closer. Angel looked down at his splayed fingers then back 
up at his face. It seemed like many minutes passed before 
Angel finally took his hand. 

"Snorting the shit stopped working," Angel said. "It 
wasn't making me forget anymore. So I started shooting 
up, between my toes at first. I got to where I could barely 
walk. My feet would sweat and the wounds would burn. 
They started getting infected, so I moved to my arms. The 
more I'd fuck, the more I'd have to get high. The more I got 
high, the more I had to fuck to make the money for it." 

"A vicious cycle, huh?" 

"Yeah. No kidding." 

Erik's hand tightened around Angel's fingers. "And Jon 
found you at your lowest?" 

"I guess so." Angel looked up at him, chewing the edge 
of his lip like he didn't want to talk about any of it anymore. 
Erik gave him a soft, reassuring smile, hoping if he looked 


more like a friend and less like a doctor, the kid would keep 
going. Finally, Angel licked his lips and said, "Honestly, I 
don't know why Jon even kept coming around. Wait, yes, I 
do. He liked the sex." Angel laughed and Erik followed with 
a short chuckle of his own. "Jon said sex with me was great, 
said I gave him the right amount of rough stuff without 
scaring the hell out of him." 

Angel gave Erik a wink and, in that moment, the 
dynamic between them changed. Erik stopped seeing a 
helpless, fucked-up kid. He saw an incredibly sexual man 
who just happened to be pretty damn attractive, someone 


he could see in his bed and under his body. 


Erik's stomach knotted. A serious sense of dread 
washed over him and he was pretty sure his whole body 
had paled though Angel didn't seem to notice. Shit! Shit! 
Shit! The ethical wall he'd been teetering on just crumbled 
down to dust and left him lying on his ass staring up at his 
career drifting away from his desperate grip. He cleared 
his throat. 


"Okay," he said hoarsely as he released Angel's hand, 
"besides the sex, what made him stay?" 

"I don't know. I mean, we had fun together. I've never 
laughed so hard in my life. We just liked hanging out. Then 
one night he walked in on me shooting up. He didn't act 
like he gave a shit. After I got high, we fucked, showered, 
and slept in each other's arms. We did that all the time. I 
knew Jon would eventually fall in love with me. He had that 
romantic dream about life, but I kept telling him I didn't do 
love. He just never listened." Angel let out a hard sigh and 
his gaze quickly darted away. Erik gave his leg a little 


nudge to keep him talking. Angel finally mumbled, "I didn't 
mean for him to find me like that." 

"I know you didn't." 

"I do care about him." 

"I know you do." 

"I don't know if he'll ever forgive me for yelling at him 
like I did." 

"Angel, let's focus on getting you well. Forgiveness 
comes later. You'll have a chance to talk to the people 
you've hurt and you'll have a chance to make amends with 
them. Right now, I just want to fix you, okay?" 

Angel nodded. He hefted himself up from the floor and 
started to pace the room again. Erik watched his every 
step. 

"Dr D, I really... really want to get high right now. I 
know if I did, I wouldn't have to think about any of this 
shit." 

"Here," Erik grabbed the pad and pencils then handed 
them to Angel. "We'll go out to the courtyard, get some 
fresh air. You can write or draw or talk. Whatever you want 
to do, your call, and I'll keep you company, okay?" 

"Yeah. Sure. Whatever." 

Holding the door, Erik waited for Angel to step 
through first. He followed close behind the kid, watching 
his mannerisms, trying to judge if he still suffered from 
withdrawals without having to broach the subject. It just 
seemed easier that way. Part of Erik's job was determining 


how much they needed to scale back on the meds while 
keeping his patient on an even keel. 

Angel still had the cold sweats and the night terrors. 
He ate better, but sometimes holding down food was a 
problem. The kid's hands still trembled, but not always. 
Erik made a little note in Angel's file to scale back the 
methadone. The time had come and, most likely, Angel 
wouldn't even notice the difference. 

They reached the plexiglass-paned doors that led out 
to the courtyard. The setting sun had left a pink hue in the 
sky and the automatic lamps had yet to turn on. Erik held 
the door as Angel passed through, then followed him out to 
one of the benches. Luckily, all the patients had gone inside 
for the day and none of the other doctors were hanging 
around. Private, just the way Erik preferred it. He took a 
seat. 

Angel sat down cross-legged on the sidewalk in front 
of the bench and flipped open the tablet. He held the 
notepad in the crook of his arm with his back bowed and he 
lowered his head as the pencil scratched against the plain, 
white page. His hand moved with purpose, drawing lines 
here and there. Occasionally, he would look up, but Erik 
didn't have the first clue what he was looking at. 

The minutes marched by one by one. Erik jotted notes 
in Angel's file. Angel scribbled in the tablet. They were both 
consumed by what they were doing and it seemed to work 
for each of them. Erik didn't think about Jon's surprise visit, 
didn't think of Marshall's un-kept promises of regular 


phone calls, and damn sure tried not to think about what 
sex with Angel might've been like. Angel didn't seem to be 
worried about getting high. It definitely worked for both of 
them—that quiet, mutual existence. 

After a long while, Erik finally broke the silence. "If 
Jon wanted to visit in a few weeks, would you let him?" 

"Why?" Angel said without raising his head. "Has he 
been bothering you about me?" 

"A little." Erik laughed. "He's curious. Wants to know 
how you're doing." 

"I told him not to worry. I told him to move on with his 
life." 

"Oh, he is. He's doing really well, actually." 

At that, Angel raised his head and frowned. "That's 
good, I guess," he mumbled before going back to his 
scribbling. "He needed to do something with himself." 

"He is doing something with himself, but I think he'd 
rather be the one to tell you about it." 

Angel nodded. "Good. Glad he's moving on." 
"So will you let him come see you? He really misses 
you." 

"I thought we were supposed to work on making 
amends later, Doc." 

Erik closed the file and laid it on the bench beside 
him. He sat back and crossed his legs, staring down at 
Angel and whatever the hell the kid was working on so 
intently. 


Shaking his head, Erik said, "You don't have to make 
amends with him, Angel. But I would like to see you take 
some responsibility for him. He cares about you. Something 
about you has touched him and he's genuinely concerned. 
The least you can do is let him know you're okay. You could 
let him visit so he can stop worrying about you and focus 
on himself." 

"Fine. Whatever." Angel licked his lips, then turned 
the pad and scribbled a little faster. "I guess he can come 
on my first visitor's day... I guess I probably owe him that 
much." 

"I think you do." 

"You going to be there?" 

Honestly, Erik didn't want to be around for that 
reunion, but it wasn't like he could leave them alone 
together. After all, the clinic still had rules—despite Erik's 
unrelenting urges to break them. 

"I can be. Or Roni can supervise." 

"I want you to be there." 

Great. Just what Erik wanted—babysitter to his newest 
stalker and inadvertent headache. He lifted his glasses, 
rubbing his forefinger and thumb hard against his eyelids. 
Speaking of headaches... 

"I'll call him and let him know when the next family 
day is." 

"Thanks," Angel mumbled. He held up the tablet, eyed 
the thick, black lines he'd scribbled against the white page, 
and grinned. This was the first time Erik had seen Angel 


genuinely smile since he'd been at West Clinic. The kid 
ripped the page from the notebook and handed it over to 
him. "Looks like I still got it." 

Erik looked down at the paper and gasped. In those 
thirty or so minutes they'd spent together, Angel had 
sketched an almost perfect likeness of the doctor sitting on 
the bench, making notes in Angel's file. It was amazing, 
almost perfectly detailed, all the way down to the laces on 
Erik's brown dress shoes. 

"Damn, Angel. Where have you been hiding this 
talent?" 

"I was getting high," Angel said with a shrug. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 


After one last "Good night", Erik closed the door to 
Angel's bedroom. He left him lying there alone in the dark, 
probably scared and definitely suffering. He hated that no 
one could stay and hold Angel's hand through the rough 
stuff. He hated he couldn't hold Angel in his arms just so 


the kid wouldn't have to sleep alone. 


God, he couldn't believe the hours he'd spent with 
Angel, the new discoveries he'd made. Angel seemed to be 
so full of surprises. The sketch really impressed the hell out 
of Erik. He knew Angel was smart, but that talented? He 
had no freaking clue. He really hated that someone so 
amazing wasted himself on drugs. How could Angel's father 
not appreciate Angel for the miracle he was? How could 
anyone not? For a moment, Erik wished he could pick up 
the phone and give that man a piece of his mind, but he'd 
crossed enough lines already. He sure as hell didn't need to 
cross any more. 


"Roni," Erik called out as he noticed the nurse making 
her way down the hall. Her head popped up and she gave 
him that same old excited grin she always did. Erik tucked 
the sketch safely away in Angel's file. 

Roni bounced toward him. "What's up, Dr D?" she 
asked in her usual light, airy voice. 

“Can you do me a favor and check in on him through 
the night? More often than normal, if you get a chance." 

"Sure." She frowned. "Is everything okay?" 

"Oh, yeah. Absolutely. I just don't like the idea of him 
being alone in that room. He really needs a roommate." 


"Well, what about Chris, the _ thirteen-year-old? 
Shouldn't he be coming back soon?" 

"Um," Erik tilted his head, fingers scratching at his 
furrowed brow. He couldn't believe he'd forgotten to tell 
Roni about the kid. With things being so crazy at the clinic, 
it seemed as though he had fallen through the cracks. "No, 
he's not coming back. After the suicide incident, they 
wanted to put him in an institution. I tried to fight them on 
it, but the state stepped in and made the call. It's out of my 
hands." 

"That's horrible." Roni reached out and touched his 
forearm. It was a light, caring, concerned, and friendly 
touch, nothing more. "How are you holding up?" 

"I'm fine. You know me. I'm a survivor." Erik glanced 
over his shoulder, back to Angel's door. "He's the one I'm 
worried about right now. Just keep an eye on him, okay?" 

"Sure thing, Dr Daniels." 

“Thanks, Roni." 

He gave her a half-attempt at an almost genuine smile 
before walking away. He had absolute faith in Roni. She 
always cared and always took time with the patients. She 
always did her best, and right now, Erik wanted nothing but 
the best for Angel. 

Ducking into the doctor's lounge, Erik closed and 
locked the door behind him. He spread Angel's file open on 
the table as he slipped down into one of the hard plastic 
chairs. He scribbled notes like a madman, recounting their 
conversation—the despondence, the rage, the sadness. 


Erik's hand moved back and forth across the page as 
he wrote word after word on the state of Angel's well- 
being. The edge of another piece of paper slipped out and 
when he looked down, he saw the hard, black lines of 
Angel's sketch staring back at him. 

With a deep-set frown and an exaggerated sigh, he 
pulled the drawing out of the folder and stared down at it. 
His eyes traced all the miniscule details Angel had 
somehow managed to capture with the use of shading and 
just the right thickness of lines. He'd shaded in the slight 
wrinkle of his shirt and the crease in the folder's spine. The 
kid had even drawn in the dimple at the edge of Erik's half- 
curled lips and the frown line between his brows. 

"Christ, he's really good," Erik whispered as he closed 
his eyes. He pictured Angel sitting on the floor beside him, 
the glow on his face as he talked about having sex with Jon. 
In all the time they'd already spent together, somehow Erik 
managed to miss the exuberant sparkle in Angel's eyes. 

Oh wait, no, he didn't. The drugs had taken that lively 
glimmer away. Now that the drugs were leaving Angel's 
system and his head had begun to clear, Erik imagined he 
would see a lot more life in his beautiful patient. And 
honestly, he couldn't wait to see the kid flourish in his new, 
sober life. 

Suddenly, the door handle jiggled, followed by a 
knock. The sounds ripped Erik right out of his daydream, 
giving him a start. 


"One second," he called out as he quickly tucked the 
picture away. He unlocked the door and saw Roni standing 
there with a smile on her face. "Hey. Is everything okay?" 
he asked. 

"It is. Angel finally went to sleep." 

"Already? What time is it?" 


"Almost eight." 
"I've been in here for two hours? How is that possible?" 
Roni shrugged, pointed at the file and said, 


“Paperwork can be pretty consuming." 


So can staring at a surprising sketch done by an 
attractive and somewhat distracting patient, Erik thought. 
"That it can be. I guess I should probably go home now." 


“Want me to take the file?" Roni asked. 

"No," because he needed to swipe that picture. No 
need for anyone else to accidentally see it. "I'll put it away. 
I have a few more things to finish before I can go." 

Nodding, Roni left him to finish up. As soon as she had 
shut the door, he pulled the picture back out and tried not 
to get wrapped up in the perfection of it as he slipped it 
inside the leather binder he carried around wherever he 
went. Angel's sketch would go home with him and probably 
be framed to hang on one of the bare walls in his bland 
apartment. Maybe it could bring a little life to the place. 

He closed the file, made sure he had the sketch tucked 
out of sight, then headed out into the clinic's common area. 
One of the nurses was standing behind the desk, putting a 
stack of files back into their places. Well, Erik had one 
more to add to her pile. He gave her his famous grin and a 


sweet good-night. She blushed and took the file from his 
hand. 

Time to go home now. Time to try to sleep again. 

His little red beater sputtered and choked the five 
miles it took to reach the main thoroughfare, dumping him 
out into a not-so-bustling neck of Los Angeles. The sound 
almost relaxed and somehow quieted the ramblings in his 
head. Another ten miles and he would be less than twenty 
feet from his bed. 

Erik pulled onto a busy stretch of road about the same 
time his phone started to ring. Finally, Marshall decided to 
call him, but at the worst possible time. Not that it 
mattered. For Marshall, he would risk death by 
unsuspecting motorist just so he could hear his voice. 

"Hello," he said, pressing the button for the speaker 
phone so he could keep his hands at two and ten. 
"Marshall?" 

"Erik? Why are you yelling?" 

"Speaker phone. I'm in the car. What's up?" 

"I assumed you would be home by now." 

Erik glanced over at his leather binder and thought 
about the sketch. "I got caught up with some work stuff." 

"Oh," Marshall said. "Well, I've been thinking about 
you. Thought I would give you a call." Marshall paused. 
Then Erik heard a faint groaning sound. "I just wanted to 
hear your voice again." 

Frowning, Erik looked down at his phone then back up 
at the road. "What are you doing?" 


"I'm lying in bed." 

"You okay? You sound like you're in pain." 

Marshall laughed. The sheets rustled like he'd shifted 
in the bed. "Not pain, baby." 

"Jesus Christ, what are you doing?" 

"I told you, I was thinking about you. More specifically, 
thinking about being with you at the hotel. I miss you, Erik. 

“You miss me? Or do you miss fucking me?" 

"Don't be like that, please," Marshall whined. "I've 
genuinely missed you." 

"I'm glad you called," Erik said as he turned into the 
dark parking lot of his apartment complex. "I've missed you 
too. I sort of hoped to hear from you sooner." 

“Work has been hectic." 

"I can certainly sympathize. The days go by quickly 
now. I would've called you, but...." 

"It's okay, Erik. We have busy lives. Look, I'm trying to 
get another spot at UCLA." The sound of an excited smile 
filled Marshall's voice. It held a lilt it didn't have before. "I 
would be back in LA in a few weeks if I got it." 

Shutting the car off, Erik grabbed his leather binder 
and his cell phone. He killed the speaker and tucked the 
phone between his ear and his shoulder. 

"A few weeks?" 

"Yes, sir" Marshall said with another wistful lilt. "I 
would have four extra days this time. That's more than a 
week, Erik. You could stay with me. You could take a little 


break from the clinic and stay with me. We could spend 
time with each other again." 

"Maybe," Erik said almost solemnly. The idea sounded 
nice, but wouldn't Angel need him to be focused, to be 
there completely and not lingering over some idea of a 
perfect, rejuvenated relationship with a past love? 

Erik trudged up the stairs to his second floor 
apartment, fumbled with the keys as he listened to 
Marshall's light groans through the phone's small speaker. 

"I guess we'll have to see what happens when the time 
comes." 

"Do you remember the hotel, the way you made love to 
me?" Marshall purred. "The way it felt being inside me 
again?" 

"What are you trying to do, Marshall?" an aggravated 
Erik asked. 

"Tell me how it felt when you made love to me, Dr 
Daniels." 

"Stop. I'm not doing this with you." 

Flipping on the light, Erik slammed the front door 
behind him, kicked off his shoes, then tossed his leather 
binder and keys onto the coffee table. Now would've been a 
damn fine time for a beer. 

No. 

No, it wouldn't. 

He couldn't allow himself to start thinking that way 
again. 


With a soft, seductive moan, Marshall breathed into 
the phone. "Tell me, please." 

"I really don't want to do this. Not now." 

"Please?" 

"Marshall." 

"Please, Erik. I miss you. I need you." 

With a hard sigh, Erik sank down on his couch. He laid 
his head back and removed his glasses, then rubbed his 
face with his free hand while the other still held the phone 
to his ear. He knew good and well where this would lead. 
Marshall's moans would sing of pleasure that couldn't be 
had by the likes of him—not right now anyway. He'd find 
himself lying in bed with a throbbing pain between his 
thighs, longing for something he knew he couldn't have. On 
the other hand, maybe he needed it just as bad as Marshall 
did. Hell, maybe a good release would relieve some of his 
pent-up stress. 

"I miss having my hands on your body." Erik's voice 
dropped to a low, sultry sound. It screamed of sexual 
tension and a desire that simply wouldn't be quenched by 
hours on the phone with his lover. "Having my hard cock 
inside you while I kissed the back of your neck and held 
you against my chest... I have been hungering for that 
since the day we said our goodbyes." 

"Yes," Marshall breathed. The sound rolled into a 
moan. "Reach down into those neatly-pressed khakis and 
be bad with me, Erik." 


The throbbing had started long before Marshall asked 
him to touch himself. His erection strained against the 
zipper of his slacks, begging to be set free. Erik tucked the 
phone between his ear and shoulder. His fingers fought 
with his belt, then the button. His zipper whined as it 
slipped down and freed his thickening hard-on. He pulled 
his pants and boxers down until his bare cheeks pressed 
against the rough fabric of his lumpy sofa. 

Moaning hard, he wrapped one hand around the 
phone and held it securely against his ear. He gripped his 
hard-on with his free hand and began stroking it slowly as 
Marshall softly, seductively coached him. 

“Imagine my mouth wrapped around your cock, Erik. 
How does it feel?" 

Erik's eyes closed. His head rolled back and his chest 
heaved with every breath he took. "So warm," he rasped. 
"So moist. My God, your tongue is amazing, rolling back 
and forth across my shaft. You see that pearly bead?" 

"Mhm," Marshall purred. 

"Lick it away." 

"Yes, baby! I'm running my tongue over the slit, licking 
away your body's gift to me." 

“How did it taste?" 

"Hot," Marshall gasped. "Salty and warm. I want more 
of it, Erik. I want to swallow every drop. I want to make you 
come, make you feel so good you never forget me and 
never want anyone else. Come for me, baby!" 


Erik's hand picked up the pace, fingers tightening and 
rippling as they moved up and down his shaft. Pressure 
made his thighs quiver and his sac tighten. His legs spread 
wider. "I wish you were here... kissing my body, fucking me. 
I wish you were in my arms right now." 

"I will be soon, baby. Keep going. Let me hear you 
scream." 

"Oh God, Marshall. You feel so damn good." Erik 
completely lost himself in the feel of his hand. In his mind, 
Marshall's warm, puckered opening was swallowing his 
hardened cock whole. In his mind, Marshall's lips were 
caressing his flesh as the orgasm wound though his body, 
Spasming and exploding between the fingers of his free 
hand and the khakis he'd once taken such proper care of. 

Marshall cried out Erik's name, screaming it to the 
heavens. The sound made a warm whirl of satisfaction rush 
through Erik's body. They came together, as they usually 
did when their bodies were intertwined. Both men panted 
into their phones. Save their ragged breaths, no other 
sounds passed between them. Nothing but pure, 
unadulterated bliss. 

"I love you," Erik finally said. "I love you and I want 
you back in my life." 

"I love you too, baby," Marshall whispered. "Soon, 
okay? We'll see each other soon. Now, get some rest. I'll 
call you." 

The line died and Erik's phone slipped away from his 
clean hand. His sticky fingers curled, palm up, at his thigh. 


At the moment, he couldn't move, didn't want to even try. 
He didn't want to be touched by anything or anyone. He 
just wanted to sit there for a while and let his body recover. 
He just wanted to close his eyes and enjoy what Marshall 


had given him—a long-distance release and a little slice of 
heaven. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 


Once Erik finally had the wherewithal and composure 
to leave his couch, he dropped his soiled khakis on the 
floor, then went back to the kitchen and cleaned the fruits 
of Marshall's salacious little phone call away from his hand. 
The warm water beat down on his flesh and raised the hairs 
on his arms. He was only half-aware of his breathing and 
his now steadily beating heart. And ironically, as incredible 
as that moment had been with Marshall, he still couldn't 
get his mind off Angel. 

And when he went to bed that night, he thought about 
Marshall, thought about Angel, and how he'd found himself 
in this situation. 

The morning came a little faster than Erik was ready 
for. He rolled out of his bed, took a quick shower then 
dressed for work. Same routine. Same safe, sad story, only 
this time, his mind continued exactly where it had left off 
last night. Angel or Marshall. Angel or Marshall. Which 
man would finally win over his heart? 

He padded over to the coffeemaker, cranked up 
another half pot and stared as it started to drip his new 
addiction into the glass carafe. His mind continued to flip- 
flop back and forth between Angel, the patient he'd grown 
way too attached to, and Marshall, the partner who had 
once dumped him but was now making a huge 
reemergence in his life. Erik knew he had to get a handle 
on both situations before they spun out of control, but how? 


The idea of letting go, of pushing either of them away, 
made his chest ache. 

He poured a cup of coffee then returned to the place 
he'd left his leather binder. Should he look at the sketch, or 
just let it go? What would it hurt? Just one little glimpse. 
And the more he thought about it, the more he wanted to 
stare down at the perfection Angel's unexpected talent had 
created. 

Erik sank down on the kitchen chair, hands encircling 
the warm mug. Steam rose up from the dark liquid, tickling 
his senses and rousing his wavering consciousness. A long, 
hard yawn spread his lips into a big, wide O. With a sigh, he 
opened his binder and pulled out the drawing. 

His weary eyes traced over the lines of Angel's sketch. 
All night, his brain had rambled on and on. He'd thought 
about the kid with the talented hands. He'd thought about 
his ex-partner coming back to visit. He'd thought about 
how just a simple phone conversation with Marshall had 
made him wish for booze again. 

Not good. 

They hadn't even spent any real time together and 
already Erik wanted to run back to the bottle. Those old, 
familiar feelings of inadequacy started to resurface. He'd 
always been afraid of not being the kind of lover Marshall 
truly wanted. The phone sex only reiterated how different 
they truly were, and how Erik would probably never sate all 
of Marshall's desires. Didn't everyone deserve to have 
someone who satisfied their needs? Didn't Marshall 


deserve to have a man who enjoyed satisfying and sharing 
his carnal cravings? And didn't Erik deserve someone who 
understood when he didn't want to do things like have 
phone sex? Didn't Erik deserve someone who enjoyed quiet 
togetherness? 

Maybe they weren't meant to work out after all. The 
thought hurt a little, but there wasn't much sense in 
denying the inevitable. Erik needed someone who 
understood and didn't pressure. Marshall apparently 
needed someone who could let go and give into the heat of 
the moment. It made sense now. 

Emotionally speaking, they just didn't fit together. A 
year ago, he would've never even considered such a thing, 
but maybe that had been the case all along. Not that it 
mattered anymore. As long as Marshall stayed in San 
Francisco and Erik stayed in Los Angeles, the occasional 
visit wouldn't be so detrimental to his recovery, right? 

He sighed, running his fingertips over the portrait 
Angel had sketched the night before. The kid had so much 
potential. The way he'd drawn out every little detail while 
they'd sat in the courtyard talking was absolutely 
remarkable. And to think, he'd been wasting his life away 
with drugs and prostitution. So sad. 

That settled it. Erik would focus on helping Angel and 
deal with Marshall as best as he could. He wouldn't push 
Marshall away completely, but maybe with a little 
tenderness, he could make Marshall realize they were 


better as friends. Whatever happened, he had to let 
Marshall go and help Angel find his path. 

Obviously, the kid had talent. He just needed to focus 
and have someone there to encourage him along the way. 
Erik decided he would be the one. He would do everything 
in his power to get Angel back on track, to give him a new 
lease on life and help him find his way. He would open 
doors for the kid no one had ever bothered to open before. 
He would show him a side of life far more uplifting and 
freeing than any drug could ever be. Erik would give Angel 
a new drug, a new addiction. Erik would give him art. 

Now he couldn't wait to get back to work. He couldn't 
wait to give Angel his second chance, but all new 
beginnings needed to come with a token, a gift or a tool to 
aid the traveler on their journey—and Erik knew exactly 
what to get. 

Hefting himself up from the kitchen chair, he grabbed 
his leather binder and filled his travel mug with the last cup 
of coffee. With a newfound purpose, he tore through the 
front door and down the steps to the parking lot. 
Excitement rushed through him. Hope filled his heart. 
Maybe he could be someone's saving grace after all. Maybe 
he could be someone's guardian angel. 

It almost seemed like his body was on auto-pilot and 
that might have been from having absolutely no sleep in 
almost twenty-four hours—or maybe it was his new mission 
that guided his way. His mind raced between Angel and Jon 
and Marshall and the clinic. The car carried him through 


the streets of Los Angeles, but his mind wasn't in the 
captain's chair. Erik pulled to a stop in front of a hobby 
store. How he even knew the place existed was anyone's 
guess. He'd never been the creative type, never had a use 
for a store like that, but somehow he knew what he needed 
would be there. Fate had carried him there. 

He went straight back to the art supplies, grabbing 
the first person who looked like he belonged there. The 
man frowned as Erik asked, rather excitedly, what he could 
buy for someone who had just begun to draw. 

“Well, what's his medium?" the clerk asked. 

Biting his lip, Erik looked over the various supplies. 
"I'm not sure. I don't know if he has a chosen medium. I've 
only seen pencil sketches on white paper, but I want him to 
have something nicer." 

"You could always start with a nice set of colored 
pencils, maybe some charcoals and a sketch pad. That 
would give him a decent start." 

"What about art books? Do you have anything? He's 
very talented, but I don't know if he's had formal training." 

The clerk reached back and grabbed a fairly thick 
book on the basics of color, blending and shading, and the 
art of shadows and lines. Not that Angel didn't know any of 
that already, but what could it hurt? The clerk also handed 
Erik a wooden box filled with every colored pencil and 
charcoal imaginable. And to round out the gift, he chose 
the thickest sketchpad with the nicest paper. It was perfect. 
He just knew Angel would love it, and the gift wouldn't 


break any rules because it wasn't really a gift. It was more 
of a tool to help Angel on his path to full recovery. 

Erik had never been so thrilled with himself. 

After paying and having the nice lady at the counter 
slip it into a decent-looking bag, Erik went back to his car 
and headed north toward the clinic. He couldn't wait for 
Angel to open the present. He could only pray the kid 
would be excited about it. 

When Erik arrived at the clinic, he didn't waste any 
time checking in or visiting with the nurses. He had Angel's 
gift tucked under his arm and he simply couldn't wait to 
deliver it. He went straight to the kid's door, gave a soft, 
two-finger tap. 

"Angel?" he called out after his patient didn't 
immediately respond. "Angel, it's Dr Daniels. Can I come 
in?" 

Nothing. 

Twisting the knob, Erik wrenched open the door and 
found Angel's room empty. At first, his heart sped. Panic 
coursed through his veins. Surely, Angel hadn't left the 
program, not that quickly. Wouldn't one of the nurses have 
called him? Wouldn't Angel have said something? 

"Dr D?" Roni called from down the hall. Erik spun on 
his heels, eyes wide. Picking up the pace, she hurried 
toward him. "You're as white as a ghost." 

“Where is Angel?" 

"In the courtyard. He wanted some air." Roni frowned. 
"Are you okay?" 


Erik's shoulders relaxed as he let out the breath he'd 
been holding. "Yes, Roni. Everything is fine, now. Thank you 
for taking care of my patient." 

"Of course." 

His eyes shifted away from her, toward the common 
area. A small smile curled the corner of his lips. Angel 
hadn't left. He hadn't quit the program. There was still 
hope, still a chance that Angel's true path would soon know 
the sound of his sober footfalls. 

Erik gave Roni a nervous nod before excusing himself 
to find his patient. It took a lot of effort to tamp down the 
excitement and a few deep breaths to slow his racing heart. 
By the time he made it to the double doors, he'd somehow 
managed to completely compose himself. Then he saw 
Angel sitting on the metal bench beneath the biggest tree 
in the courtyard. His smile widened. 

For a long moment, he stood back and watched the 
kid, the way he hugged his notepad against his chest and 
drew his knees up tight to his body, the way the sun 
shimmered against his black hair and the sheen of sweat on 
his face. 

"Sweat?" Erik whispered, his expression fading into a 
frown. Detox. He'd thought for sure the worst of it would've 
been over by now. 

He pushed through the doors, heading straight for the 
empty spot beside his patient. Angel didn't budge, as if he 
hadn't heard Erik's noisy loafers approaching him. He sat 


down and stared straight ahead, just like Angel was doing. 
"You Okay?" he asked in a low, even voice. 

"Yeah. Fine." 

"Are you sure?" 

"Yeah." 

"Okay." Erik nodded. He shifted in the seat, turning a 
little more toward Angel. With a smile on his face, he set 
the bag in his patient's lap and said, "I brought you 
something." 

Angel's brow arched. He looked down at the bag then 
back up at Erik. 

"Go ahead. Open it." 

Angel hesitated. If Erik didn't know better, he 
would've thought a gift was a foreign idea to the kid, like 
no one ever gave him anything just for the sake of giving, 
like everything came with a price. Angel finally opened the 
bag, slowly parting the edges of the paper. And when he 
looked inside, his eyes softened and his lips pursed. Erik's 
heart raced with anticipation. 

"You didn't have to do this." 

“You don't even know what it is." 


"It's an art set and a pad and a book." 
"So you are an artist?" 
"Was." 


"Why 'was'? Why aren't you an artist anymore?" 

"After I started doing drugs, I lost focus. I couldn't 
draw a straight line to save my life." 

"But you did last night. That sketch of me was 
amazing." 


"Doc," Angel said as he lifted his dark eyes. That didn't 
sound like thanks in Angel's voice. God, Erik had messed 
up. Maybe the gift insulted Angel. Maybe it was too much 
too soon. "I appreciate that you have all this faith in me," 
Angel said, "but I don't get it. What are you trying to do? 


Why are you paying so much attention to me?" 


“Because I do have faith in you. Angel," Erik touched 
his knee. He told himself it was nothing lewd, nothing that 
crossed the ethical gray line. "You're smart and talented. I 
would hate to see such amazing potential wasted on drugs. 
You're an artist. Use your talent, Angel." 


"I've been working, trying to get it back." He lifted the 
box from the bag, opened it all the way until a rainbow of 
colors spilled from beneath the dark wood. The sight of it 
impressed Erik and he didn't know what Angel would even 
use half of the stuff for, but that really didn't matter to him 
as long as Angel liked it. Without looking back up, Angel 
said, "This is perfect, Dr Daniels. Thank you so much." 

"You can do this, Angel. You can be an artist. You can 
be anything you set your mind to, but you can't do drugs. 
You won't get anywhere being high all the time." 

"I know," Angel said, nodding his head slowly. A single 
tear fell from his eye and dripped onto the bag. "I don't 
want to be a junkie anymore." 

Seeing that single, lonely tear ripped something apart 
inside of Erik. He couldn't stand to see Angel suffering. No 
one should have to go through what he'd been through. No 
one should ever have to walk the world alone. Erik 
wrapped his arms around his patient's shoulders and pulled 
him into a hug. Angel's tears fell harder and faster, and in 


that moment, Erik knew he would never let the kid down. 
He would do everything in his power to be there and to 
support him. Erik would see Angel through to a complete 
recovery then spend every night of his life praying that the 
angel never fell from grace again. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 


Angel kept himself so busy with his art that he was 
pretty much been oblivious to the passing of days. He 
noticed the side-effects of his detox easing, but hadn't 
thought about it much. The lines and colors of each new 
drawing kept his mind focused on prettier things. Those 
things made his reality much more manageable. It gave 
color and vitality to the dark and dreary. But most 
importantly, it helped keep him sane. 

He truly hadn't realized another two weeks had 
passed and he'd been okay with not keeping track of the 
time. It made him forget about the world outside of the 
facility where the sober, healthy people roamed free. It 
made dealing with the idea of going back into that world as 
a rehabilitated junkie much easier. He'd been content with 
being lost in a world without time until Nurse Roni tapped 
on his door and said it was visitor's day. 

"No one is coming to see me!" he yelled. 

She slowly opened the door, peeked her head inside, 
and smiled. "Yes, actually, someone has." 

Angel looked up at her, his brow wrinkled. "Who the 
hell came to see me?" 

"Why don't you go see for yourself?" 

"I don't want to visit with anyone." 

"Angel," she said as she stepped inside the room. Roni 
sat beside him on the bed, glanced down at the sketch he'd 
been working on then back up at Angel. He squirmed 


uncomfortably. "You need to confront people. You need to 
face the world. If you don't, how do you expect to go back 
to it?" 

"I'm not ready." 

"Yes, you are." 

"How do you know?" 

"You've been talking to Dr Daniels about the things 
you've done. You've been making great progress. You're 
ready, Angel." 

"Will you at least tell me who it is?" 

"Cute boy. Long blonde hair. Bright blue eyes." She 
smiled. "I didn't sign him in so I don't know his name. I just 
heard him ask for you." 

Angel smiled as he ran his fingers through his longer- 
than-he-liked-it, pitch-black hair. "Jon. It's my best friend, 
Jon. I can't believe he actually came here." 

"So, go see him." 

"I was really mean to him the last time I saw him." 

"He's obviously forgiven you." 

With a sigh, Angel tucked his drawings away in the 
pad Dr Daniels had given him. The idea of seeing Jon again 
made him more than a little twitchy. It seemed like every 
nerve and muscle in his body was spazzing on him. He 
looked over at Roni, then stood from the bed and ran his 
hands over his clothes to smooth them down before doing 
the same to his hair. 

"Do I look okay?" His voice held a bit of nervous 
quiver. 


"Perfect," the kind nurse said, her endearing eyes 
giving him a small measure of comfort. "I'm sure he'll be 
thrilled to see you." 

She held out her hand, fingers slightly curled in 
offering. Angel simply stared. He hadn't held a woman's 
hand since the day he'd left home and his mother had 
begged him not to leave. She'd held on to both his hands as 
Angel dragged her out of the house with him. That day, he'd 
screamed curses at his mother, crying as he'd begged her 
to just let him go. That had been one of the most painful 
moments of his life. He loved his mother. What had 
happened, the reason he'd left home, hadn't been her fault. 

Jaw clenched, he took a deep breath and wrapped his 
hand around Roni's. A long moment of silent stares passed 
between them. She smiled again, giving his hand a little 
squeeze. Angel took the first step toward the door and Roni 
followed him. 

They walked hand-in-hand out of his room and into the 
hall. Neither one uttered a word, not that any words 
would've made this easier. Angel just needed the support 
and that's what Roni gave him by staying with him and 
holding his hand. When they entered the common area, he 
spotted Jon immediately. He was the brightest star in a sea 
of dreariness. He was the rainbow after the storm, 
everything beautiful in Angel's ugly world. 

"Angel!" Jon screamed from across the room. Heads 
rose. Faces turned. Jon started into a full run, charging 
right toward him. He threw his arms around Angel's neck 


just as Angel released Roni's hand. "I've missed you so 
much." 

Angel wrapped his arms around Jon's waist. He just 
held onto him for a moment, letting the feeling of being 
close to his best friend again really sink in. "I've missed you 
too," he whispered. 

"I was afraid you wouldn't want to see me." 

"Yeah, I..." Angel raised his head, looked at Jon and 
sighed. He looked around the room, at all the other 
patients with their friends and family. The room had 
become pretty noisy and the conversation Angel wanted to 
have with Jon deserved a little peace and quiet. "Let's go 
out to the courtyard. We can talk out there." 

Taking Jon's hand, Angel led him past the happy and 
not-so-happy families. He tried to ignore the girl screaming 
at her mother that this was all her fault and the counselor 
who was trying his best to calm the situation. He ignored 
the couple doing a very bad job of hiding in the corner 
while they made out. 

They went out to Angel's favorite bench beneath the 
tree, the place where he and Dr Daniels always went to 
have their talks. Jon sat down first and Angel took the spot 
beside him. The uncomfortable silence came back. Angel 
didn't know where to start. He'd never been good with 
apologies anyway and this one needed to be huge. Epic 
even. 

"Jon," Angel said as he reached down and grabbed 
Jon's hand. He held it between his, took a few calming 


breaths, and tried like hell to organize his thoughts. "I'm 
really lucky to have you in my life, and I know that." 

"I'm the lucky—" 

"No. Don't do that. Let me finish, okay?" 

"Okay," Jon said softly. 

"I've put you through hell and I've been a dick to you, 
but you have to know, it wasn't you. It wasn't me. It was the 
drugs. When I told you I didn't want you in my life 
anymore, it was the drugs talking. You're the only person 
who has ever truly stood by me and I've been an ass to you. 
You saved my life and I tried to push you away. I think, now 
that I'm clean, I realize a part of me always loved you. I 
know I always cared about you, but I loved you for being 
there for me." 

Jon's eyes widened. "I don't know what to say. You 
don't know how long I've waited to hear you say that to 
me." He sat back against the bench, head lowered as he 
fidgeted with their clasped hands. In a voice so low Angel 
could barely hear it, Jon said the words Angel never 
expected him to say. 

"Angel, I... I've met someone." 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 


"You've... met someone." Angel nodded, sitting back 
against the metal bench. He tried like hell to keep the 
shock out of his eyes, to keep the grave disappointment 
from flushing his face. Wasn't it supposed to always be 
Angel and Jon? He never really meant to push Jon away in 
the first place, and damn sure hadn't expected him to move 
on. "So, um... is it serious?" 

Angel stared, tried to keep a stoic face as Jon put on 
his best nonchalant smile and waved his hand in the air. It 
took a hell of a lot of effort to hide the sinking feeling in his 
gut, and Jon just shrugged the whole thing off. 

"It's too soon to tell. We've been on like... two dates. I 
met him in English Lit." 

"Wait." Angel's brow arched. "Did you say English Lit? 
You're in school?" 

This time Jon's lips curled into an absolutely genuine 
smile. Angel would be lying if he said he didn't like seeing 
that radiant happiness on Jon's face. He would also be lying 
if he denied the fact it made him more than a little jealous. 

"Yeah," Jon said. "Started last week. It's just 
community college, but at least it's something, right?" 

"Right." 

Jon cleared his throat as he leaned forward in his seat. 
"So, how have you been? Things getting better for you?" 

"Oh, yeah." Angel sat back and spread his arms wide 
across the back of the metal bench. He made damn sure to 


exude an air of confidence, even if he didn't feel confident 
about a damn thing anymore. "I haven't wanted to get high 
in a while. I've been spending time sketching. It feels good 
to draw again. I haven't done that since I left Maine. Dr 
Daniels got me this really nice art set and a sketch pad. He 
says I have talent, wants to see me do something with it." 

"That's great, Angel." Jon beamed as his hand clapped 
Angel's thigh. 

Angel stiffened at the touch. "Yeah. Maybe I'll be some 
big-time artist someday." He laughed it off as a joke, but 
really, he didn't have much else to look forward to— 
especially now that Jon had someone else to look up to. 

Angel took stock of the people in the courtyard, the 
late afternoon sun shining through the treetop canopy over 
his favorite bench. Angel really wanted to find a way out of 
this situation. He didn't want to hear Jon gloat about school 
or a new boyfriend. And honestly, Jon's presence alone 
made him regret a lot of things, made him wish he'd done 
things differently. Jon became a reminder of how badly he 
screwed everything up, and how hard it would be to make 
things right. 

He half listened to Jon blabber on about school and 
the new guy, and the more Jon spoke, the more Angel 
wanted to get the hell away from him. He wanted to find 
someone else, someone who would love and look up to him 
the way Jon used to. 

Then, he glanced over his shoulder and spotted Dr 
Daniels watching from the window. His jaw clenched as 


their eyes met. He quickly looked back to Jon. "Look, I hate 
to rush you off," he interrupted his best friend's ramblings, 
"but I have my session with Dr Daniels in a few minutes, so 
I really need to get back inside." 

"Right. I understand." 

Jon stood. Angel stood. They stared at each other, 
sharing an awkward moment of indecision. To hug or not to 
hug, that truly was the question of the hour. Jon finally 
broke that uncomfortable moment by pulling Angel into his 
arms. He buried his face against Angel's neck and said, "It 
was good to see you. You look good, Angel. I'm so proud of 
you." 

"Thanks," Angel muttered as he stared out over Jon's 
shoulder. His head turned slightly, enough to catch another 
glimpse of Dr Daniels from the corner of his eye. "I really 
need to get going." 

"Right," Jon said as his arms dropped. "Will I see you 
again?" 

"Sure. I'll probably have another visitor day before I 
leave. You could always come." 

"I would like that." 

Angel backed away slowly, gave Jon one last staged 
smile before turning for the door. Maybe if he just ignored 
the pain in his heart, it would go away. Maybe if he didn't 
think about Jon's eyes, he wouldn't feel them staring holes 
into his back. 

He shoved through the glass double doors and into the 
common room, grabbing Dr Daniels' arm and pulling him 


along as he stormed through the center's hall. "You want 
me to open up. Well, get ready for this." 

“What's wrong?" Erik asked, but before he had a 
chance to utter another word or demand an answer, Angel 
pulled him into his room and slammed his back against the 
wall. 

Angel gripped the good doctor's face, thumbs pressing 
against his cheeks, fingers wrapped around the back of his 
head. Then, he planted his lips on Dr Daniels's mouth. Eyes 
closed, Angel pressed himself hard against the doctor's 
body. His tongue threaded over the seam of his pinched 
lips, begged for just one taste, just one good kiss to go to 
sleep to that night. One good kiss would take away the hurt 
and betrayal. 


CHAPTER THIRTY 


Erik's eyes widened. He started to push the kid away, 
but the desperation in the kiss, the absolute need, 
consumed him. The attraction he felt to Angel blossomed in 
an almost scary way. He's my patient. He's my patient, Erik 
silently repeated to himself, but he couldn't deny how good 
it felt to have someone kiss him again. Someone who wasn't 
his ex-partner. Someone who needed him to be the strong 
one, who appreciated what he had to give. Someone who 
knew his suffering and shared the same burden. 


Even though it was most definitely not the right thing 
to do, Erik opened his mouth a little wider and let Angel's 
tongue slip inside. He let himself become lost in the taste 
and feel of Angel invading his mouth—just like Angel's 
presence had invaded his life. And God help him, his hand 
found the slender curve of his patient's waist and held him 
there so the kiss wouldn't break. He seemed to need this as 
much as Angel did. 

In that moment, with their mouths locked in a twist of 
passion, the moral gray line ceased to exist. The standard 
of ethics fell by the wayside. There was really no thought of 
anything more than the feel of another man pressed against 
his body and claiming his lips like he owned them. In that 
instant, Erik lost himself—he lost his will to stop. 

Angel pulled away with a gasp, stumbling backward. 
His eyes widened and it took a minute for Erik to realize 
the sheer horror filling Angel's dark brown stare. Erik 
reached out and Angel moved further away. "I'm so sorry," 
Angel said, shaking his head back and forth. He sank down 


onto the edge of his bed with his head lowered, palms 
covering his face. "He said he met someone. I told him I 
loved him, but he's already moved on. Now I'm... I'm fucked 
up. I did a stupid thing and I—" 

"No. No, stop," Erik said, though his mind hadn't 
really processed what had just happened between them. 
Instinct told him to soothe his upset patient, though his 
heart and body begged for more. "Just calm down. Let's 
talk about this." 

At first, Erik couldn't think straight, let alone give 
someone solid advice on how to handle a situation of such 
magnitude. He stayed against the wall, keeping his mouth 
shut and his eyes wide. He silently counted backward from 
ten in an effort to gain some composure, but he still didn't 
trust himself to make a move just yet. 

"You can't do that again," he finally rasped, but the 
words didn't sound like an admonition from doctor to 
patient. They sounded more like a warning for both men. 
“You can't kiss me or I can't be your doctor, Angel." 

"I know. I know. I'm sorry," Angel cried. "I didn't mean 
to do that to you." 

“Then why did you?" Erik asked as he carefully inched 
toward the chair across from the bed. He could silently 
admit to himself his curiosity. Maybe a part of him wanted 
to hear Angel say he liked him in that special way, even 
though it was so terribly wrong. "Why did seeing Jon make 
you want to kiss me?" 


"I wanted to kiss him, but he doesn't want me now." 
Disappointment. 


“How do you feel about that?" Such a lame response, 
but Erik didn't know what else to say. His mind hadn't 
stopped reeling. His heart and body hadn't stopped 
wanting, and his gut hadn't stopped reminding him how 
messed up their relationship had just become. 

"Honestly?" Angel raised his head and his sad, dark 
gaze landed hard on the doctor. Erik nodded. "I want to get 
high now. I want to forget about Jon and forget about 
kissing you. I want to go to a motel room and get so high I 
don't wake up for days," Angel said in a low voice. 

“That's not the way you fix the hard stuff, Angel." 

"I know." Angel cried out a little louder, burying his 
face in his palms again. 

Erik raked his fingers through his own hair, dragging 
them down until his hand reached the nape of his neck. He 
lowered his head and took a few slow, deep breaths. 

"You need to channel those emotions into something 
else." He reached for Angel's sketch pad and offered it to 
him. "Here. Draw something." 

Angel laughed. "Like what?" 

“Whatever you feel like drawing." 

"I want to draw you," Angel said as he slowly looked 
up from the pad. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 


Erik crossed his arms over his chest, tucking his 
leather binder beneath them. Any psychiatrist would call it 
defensive and maybe it was. After the kiss and the 
realization of the now very obvious attraction Angel had to 
him—as well as the very dangerous attraction he had for 
Angel—he felt the need to be guarded. Erik needed to feel 
like he was once again firmly planted on the safe side of the 
ethical gray line. 

Erik crossed his legs ankle to knee and sat back in the 
chair. His gaze was filled with concern as he searched 
Angel's face. "Why do you want to draw me?" 


“Because I like the way you look." 


Oh, I like the way you look too, Erik thought as his eyes 
drank in the dark, mysterious beauty of Angel. He shifted in 
his seat. Clearing his throat, Erik tried like hell to push 
thoughts of Angel, the kiss, and their discussion about sex 
out of his head. 


"You're attracted to me?" he asked. 

"No. I mean, yeah..." Angel sighed as he tossed the 
sketchpad to the foot of the bed. He slid all the way back, 
leaning against the headboard as he pulled his legs up to 
his chest. "It's not what you think." 

“Then what is it?" 

"I don't know." 

"Angel?" Erik slid the chair a little closer to the bed. 
His stare narrowed on his patient. "I need you to be honest 
with me. You have to talk to me for this to work." 


In the soft, golden glow of the table lamp, Erik saw the 
shadows roll over Angel's pale skin as he ground his jaw. 
The kid's eyes closed, his thick, dark lashes brushing the 
high curve of his cheeks. Pink lips parted as if Angel 


wanted to speak, but didn't know exactly what to say. 
Dear God, the boy is absolutely beautiful, Erik thought. 
No. 


No, he couldn't think that way. He couldn't look at the 
kid that way if he still wanted to be his doctor, and Erik did 
want to be his doctor—very much so, in fact. He owed it to 
Jon and owed it to Angel to see this through to the end. 
He'd made a promise to help Angel and that's exactly what 
he planned to do. 


"Talk to me, Angel," he said in a low, almost pleading 
voice. 

Angel hugged his legs tighter against his chest. At 
first, he didn't speak and something about that hurt Erik's 
soul. He thought they'd broken through this barrier 
already. He thought Angel trusted him enough to talk to 
him about everything, but apparently— 

“When I would go out hooking..." Angel finally said, 
interrupting Erik's internal tirade. The kid took a deep 
breath. Erik watched Angel's throat as his patient 
swallowed back whatever feelings kept him from actually 
speaking. "I would go back to the motel to get high, but I 
would also wait for Jon to show up because I knew he 
would have sex with me and I knew he loved me and... well, 
I guess it made me feel better about my life and the bullshit 
I did. I thought if someone like Jon could love me—even 
with the habit—then anyone could love me." 


"Like your parents?" 

"I guess." 

"And that's what you find attractive about me? You 
want to feel loved and you think I am capable of loving 
you?" 

Angel shrugged. "Honestly, I don't know what it is. I 
guess..." Angel raised his head and cut his cold, dark eyes 
toward Erik. "I guess I wanted to be back in my motel room 
with Jon. I wanted everything to be how it was, when Jon 
still loved me." 

"And kissing me gave you that same feeling again?" 

Angel nodded. 

"Look," Erik said, placing a hand on Angel's ankle. As 
soon as he realized what he was doing, he pulled his hand 
back. "I'll do everything I can to make you feel better, to 
help you through all of this, but you can't do that again. You 
can't kiss me like that. It can get me into serious trouble, 
okay?" 

"I know. I'm sorry. I don't want you to get into 
trouble." Chewing his lip, Angel looked down at the bed, at 
the sketchpad Erik bought. The kid reached out and ran his 
fingers over the cover, the edge of his lip curling into a 
subtle smile. Erik loved the pure innocence in Angel's face, 
loved that the drug addict had started to fade away, 
allowing the true angel in Angel to shine through. The sight 
alone made his heart beat slower, then faster, and made the 
world around them disappear into a tunnel of darkness. 


In an almost child-like voice, Angel whispered, "I still 
want to draw you." 

"I don't think that's a good idea, Angel." 

"I'll behave, I promise." Angel raised his head. His 
plump pink lips were slightly parted, his eyes pleading. 
"You can sit over there and I'll stay right here. Please... let 
me draw you." 

It still wasn't a good idea, despite Angel's promise to 
behave, despite keeping distance between them. For Erik, 
the decision to stay and give the kid what he wanted 
wouldn't be a good one. But for his patient, it was the best 
thing he could give him right now. 

"Okay," he said. "I'll stay and write my notes in here, 
but as soon as I finish, I'll have to leave. You understand 
that, right?" 

"That's fine. I just don't want to be alone right now." 

"I know you don't," Erik said as he opened his leather 
binder. 

He didn't have a single file folder with him, and 
honestly, he didn't have any notes to make because he sure 
as hell wasn't going to tell anyone about that completely 
unethical, completely unexpected, completely heart- 
stopping kiss. No, Erik would store that moment in the 
depths of his memory bank and hope to God it never made 
a re-appearance. 

In silence, Angel sat on the bed sketching him while 
Erik jotted little notes down in his binder. Only the sound of 
a pencil scratching across paper filled the air between 


them. Occasionally, Angel would reach out and grab a 
different colored pencil from his kit. A glimmer of 
excitement shone in his eyes and Erik could swear it was 
contagious. Every time he looked up and saw that 


unpolluted sparkle of joy, it brought a smile to his face. 


Why did we have to meet under these circumstances? 
Erik silently wondered. Why couldn't you have been a cute 
boy at the coffee shop or a bookstore? Why do you have to 
be my patient? 


Clearing his throat, Erik shifted in his chair as he tried 
to distract his mind from thinking of Angel in that way. He 
couldn't. The longer he sat there and watched the kid, the 
more he wished things could be different. Those thoughts 
could cost him his patient, not to mention his license. Those 
thoughts could also cost Angel his recovery. 

"I need to go," Erik said in a gravelly voice as he 
fumbled with his binder and stood from his chair. "It's late. 
I need to get home." 

"Wait. I'm almost finished." Angel drew a few more 
lines, then rubbed his thumb over the paper to perfect the 
shading. "Here," he said as he ripped the page from his 
sketchpad. "Keep it." 

Without looking, Erik tucked the page into his binder. 
"Thanks," he said. "You should try to get some sleep tonight 
and I promise, I'll be back to see you tomorrow." And 
before Angel could say another word, Erik tore out of the 
room and straight to the parking lot. 

He couldn't face anyone. If he talked to any of the staff 
right now, he wouldn't be able to hide the guilt. Home. 


That's where he needed to be. "Just drive yourself home 
and forget today ever happened," he mumbled as he 
climbed into the driver's side of his little red beater. 

Erik tossed the binder into the passenger seat and 
slammed the car door behind him. His hands clenched the 
wheel at two and ten. At the moment, he could only 
manage staring out over the rusted red hood of a car that 
barely got him from point A to point B, or let his stare 
wander up to the setting sun while he thought about where 
in the hell he'd gone wrong. 

Life had been perfect at one time. At thirty years old, 
he'd had a budding private practice and had inherited an 
excellent clientele from his mentor who, one day, up and 
decided to retire. He'd been with the same loving man for 
six years. He'd had everything he could've asked for and 
then some. What did he have now? An ex-partner who 
wanted to re-emerge into his life and a patient with a crush 
that he kind of, sort of, in a roundabout way, felt the same 
about. 

The corner of Angel's drawing poked out from the 
leather binder beside him. Enough of the sketch showed 
that it caught Erik's attention. Lifting the edge of the 
binder, he pulled the page out into full view. Even without 
looking closely, he knew every little detail would be there. 
Sure enough, when he held it up to get a better look, it was 
even more amazing than he could have imagined. Angel 
had captured every single detail—the crease in his pants, 
his rolled up sleeves, the frown lines above his brows and 


the messy sprigs of hair he'd swept out of place. Angel 
managed to make him look beautiful. 

"Why me?" he asked with a sigh. The kid had to be off 
limits. Bottom line. No sense in getting all wrapped up with 
him, right? But damn it, he wanted to. 

It was all becoming a little too much to deal with, 
more than he could handle alone, and he knew if he didn't 
lean on someone soon, he'd end up hitting rock bottom 
again. 

He fished out his cell phone, scrolled down until he 
found the name of his sponsor then pressed the little green 
button that, at the moment, he considered a life-preserver. 

"Melody?" he said after hearing her soft voice. "It's 
Erik. I need to talk." 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 


As soon as Erik spotted Melody's long, tawny curls 
with their bright pink tendrils woven throughout, he 
smiled. He loved that he could spot her from across a dark, 
crowded room, loved her larger-than-life smile and her 
cheery attitude. From the crowd of mundane khaki, her 
personality beamed in neon. She sat in the corner at a 
small table with two chairs, hovering over her coffee and 
reading the newspaper. A giant tattooed iris colored the 
rounded edge of her shoulder. 

An iris, for her mother. 

Erik had been with her the day she'd had it done, two 
days after her mother's funeral. Mother Iris's illness had 
been the one defining moment that made Melody give up 
the bottle in the first place. The woman she loved more 
than anyone had battled liver disease for many, many years 
before Erik had ever come into the picture. 

Melody turned in her seat, her waist-length pink and 
brown curls whipping about her body. As soon as she 
spotted Erik, she thrust her arm into the air, fingers 
waving. Her bright pink lips spread into a wide smile. Erik 
couldn't help but smile in return. 

Hugging his leather binder against his chest, Erik 
wound through the crowd of people milling about the tiny 
coffee shop. He worked his way through the maze of tables 
until the impact of Melody throwing her arms around his 
neck stopped him in his tracks. 


“Ohmigosh!" she squealed. "Erik, it's been too long. 
You look so good." 

“Thanks, Melody," Erik said cheerfully as she let go of 
his head. "Love the pink." 

She dismissively waved her hand. "You know me. I 
love color." Melody sat down in the seat across from him, 
sliding a large cup of java his way. "So, you said you needed 
to talk. What's up, sweetie?" 

"I've been thinking about drinking a lot lately." Erik 
took a long sip of coffee so he'd have an excuse for not 
looking her directly in the eyes. He should've been stronger 
than this, better than this. He's supposed to be a role- 
model and counselor, yet he could barely keep his own 
addiction in check. "Sometimes, it just seems like being a 
drunk is so much easier." 

"Erik, that's a coward's way out and you know it. Now, 
tell me why you feel like you need to go back to the bottle." 

His fingers traced the edge of his leather binder, and 
when he flipped back the cover, the sketch Angel had 
drawn stared back at them. Melody's eyes widened, jaw 
dropped. 

"My goodness, look at the detail. That's beautiful. Who 
drew it?" 

"A patient. A patient who kissed me. A patient who is 
attracted to me." 

She slowly lifted her eyes from the page. Her brow 
arched and her mouth rounded into a silent "oh". 

"Exactly." 


"But you handled it, right?" 

Erik laughed sarcastically. "If it were only that easy." 
He took another sip of coffee before sitting back in the 
chair and crossing his arms. His eyes searched her face for 
a long, silent moment. "A part of me wishes he wasn't my 
patient, Melody. I wish I'd met him somewhere else. God, I 
want to help him so badly, not only with his addiction, but 
with his heart. I want to show him he's worthy of being 
loved, not just used. I want to... I want to hold him and take 
care of him." 

"But he's your patient, and you can't." 

"Exactly." 

"And that's why you want to run back to the bottle?" 

"Yes. Well, no. That's not all of it." With a sigh, Erik 
ran his fingers through his thick brown hair, leaving messy 
tracks amongst the carefully gelled perfection. "Do you 
remember Marshall?" 

“Your ex-partner?" 

"Yes." Melody nodded. Erik's fingers toyed with his 
empty coffee cup. "He has recently popped back into my 
life, says he wants me to move back to San Francisco so we 
can be together again." 

"Okay?" 

"Melody, I realized the other night that Marshall drove 
me to drinking. I mean, I enjoyed the occasional cocktail 
every now and again, but he pushed me overboard. Being 
with him turned me into a drunk. Our relationship wasn't 
healthy for either of us. I don't think I can do it again." 


"Then don't." 

"Oh, sweetie, that's so much easier said than done. I 
have no willpower when it comes to Marshall." Erik looked 
up at the ceiling. It seemed so much easier than looking 
Melody in the eyes. Yes, he was ashamed Marshall had so 
much power over him and even more ashamed of the 
purely romantic reasons behind it. 

"I still love him," Erik breathed, his voice filled with a 
confusion that made sense to him and him alone. "If I 
thought for one second we could be in a_ healthy 
relationship, I would go back to San Francisco, but I know 
better. I know if I go back there, I'll just be setting myself 
up to fall down again." 

Melody reached across the table, laying her hand over 
his. She leaned in a little closer and said in a voice so low 
only he could hear, "Erik, you have to think about yourself 
this time. You have to put your needs and wants in front of 
anyone else's." 

"See, that's the thing. I want Marshall back in my life, 
I really do. I never stopped loving that man, but I know he'll 
break me. I think it finally clicked for me the other night. I 
am nothing but sex for him. He thinks he loves me, but it's 
the sex he loves. I am safe and comfortable to him. He 
doesn't have to try with me, and he knows I won't reject 
him. That has to be it, Melody. Why else would he just pop 
up out of the blue like that?" 

Melody shrugged just as Erik's phone began ringing. 
He looked down at the screen and mumbled, "Speak of the 


devil." 

"Marshall?" 

"Yep." 

"Are you going to take it?" 

Erik sighed. "Of course I am. I'll be right back," he 
said as he stood from the table and headed toward the 
door. About halfway through the crowd, he answered the 
phone. "Hello?" 

"Hey, baby," Marshall said from the other end. Erik 
stepped out to the street, away from the noisy crowd of 
people, though there was a steady stream of cars zipping 
by. It wasn't a huge improvement in the noise department, 
but at least he could hear Marshall's devastating voice 
more Clearly. "Where are you?" 

“Having coffee with a friend." 

"What friend?" 

Erik wasn't so blinded by love that he didn't hear the 
curiosity in Marshall's voice. It almost made him laugh. 
"Melody. She's just a friend." 

"Oh." Marshall paused. Erik knew Marshall's tendency 
to get jealous better than anyone. "I have good news." 

"Yeah?" Erik turned so he could see Melody sitting at 
their table, watching him as he talked to the one person 
who could be his utter ruin. 

"I'll be in town next week. I'm staying longer this time. 
Isn't that great?" 

"That's... that's perfect." 

“You don't sound too thrilled, Erik." 


In all honesty, he wasn't, but he would never tell 
Marshall that. Erik hugged the phone to his ear as he 
paced a small circle near the edge of the sidewalk. 
Occasionally, he would look over to see Melody still 
watching him. "No, I just... I have a lot of things on my 
mind right now. I'm having trouble with a patient." 

"What kind of trouble?" 

Now how could he possibly tell Marshall about Angel? 
How was he supposed to tell his ex-partner—on-again-off- 
again lover—another guy found him attractive, that the 
other guy kissed him despite there being very clear rules 
regarding that type of interaction with patients? How could 
he bring himself to face what happened and approach it 


with dignity and professional thinking? 


"He has apparently developed certain feelings for me 
and I need to deal with that as carefully and honestly as I 
can." But leave out the way I'm starting to feel about him. 


"How do you know? Did he tell you?" 


"Well." Heat flushed Erik's face. He did not want to be 
having this conversation with his ex. Taking a deep breath, 
he looked back through the window to Melody, who still sat 
patiently sipping her coffee. "He kissed me." 


"No!" Marshall gasped. It sounded more like shock 
than an admonition. "What did you do? Did you kiss him 
back?" 

"No." Well, that wasn't exactly true. "I told him he 
couldn't do that. I'm his doctor. There's this line of ethics I 
can't cross. I had to counsel him. He pretty much told me 
he's attracted to me. Marshall, I don't want to stop being 


his doctor, but I can't keep him as a patient if he truly feels 
that way toward me." 

"Then give him to someone else. Break the ties with 
him. Maybe he'll get over you since he can't have you 
anyway." 

For whatever reason, that rubbed Erik the wrong way. 
What if he did want to be with Angel? Marshall sure as hell 
had no right to tell him he couldn't. They weren't together, 
and the way things looked right now, they'd never be 
together again. 

"Yeah," Erik said with little inflection in his voice. 
“Look, I need to get back to Melody, okay? I'm being rude." 

"Okay," Marshall said. "Well, I'll see you in a week. I 
love you." 

“Love you too," Erik blurted just before he hung up the 
phone. 

He wound back through the maze of people and 
tables, back to the other side of the coffee shop where 
Melody patiently waited. He sank down in the seat across 
from her, propped his elbows on the table and buried his 
head in his palms. 

A long moment of silence passed between them. Erik 
just needed a minute or two to process everything, to think 
things through or else he'd start blurting out random, 
nonsensical bullshit. Finally, his head popped up and his 
gaze met Melody's. His jaw clenched and he shook his 
head. 


“Marshall is going to be here in a week. I told him 
about my patient, about his crush." 

“What did he say?" 

"Pass him on to someone else. That the kid couldn't 
have me anyway." 

"And you said?" 

"Nothing, of course. I told him I had to go. The thing 
is, I can't just dump the kid on someone else. I promised 
him and his best friend I would help him. I can't give up on 
him now. And who the hell does Marshall think he is, telling 
me whom I can and can't have?" 

"Sounds like you need to set him straight, sweetie." 
Melody reached over and touched Erik's hand again. An 
absolute seriousness filled her otherwise light and carefree 
eyes, a side of her Erik had never really gotten used to. Ina 
soft, non-confrontational voice, she said, "Whatever you do, 
whatever you decide, do it for you. You have to make 
yourself happy first. You have to look out for your well- 
being above anyone else's, okay?" 

"I know. I'll try." 

"If you need me, if you feel like you want a drink, you 
call me and we'll meet for coffee, okay?" 

They both stood and Melody pulled Erik into a tight 
hug. His arms wrapped around her and he kissed her softly 
on the temple. He'd never been quite so thankful for having 
someone like her in his life. She was the calming balance 
his world needed, the light in the middle of all the 
darkness, clarity in the middle of the fog. 


“Thank you, Melody. Sincerely." 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 


That night, when Erik went home, everything in his 
life remained a whirling mass of confusion. At least he'd 
gotten it all off his chest. At least he'd been able to talk to 
someone. Now, he felt like he could breathe again. Melody 
had been inspirational as always, even if she'd only said a 
few words. She didn't take away the problems and she 
never claimed to be able to, but at least it didn't feel like he 
carried the weight alone anymore. 

He stood in the shower with his forehead pressed 
against the cool tiles, the hot water beating down around 
him. It seemed like the only way to relax his tense muscles. 
He still couldn't stop thinking about Angel—or more 
precisely, Angel's lips. He would be kidding himself if he 
said he didn't like the feel or the taste of them. He'd be 
lying if he said the rush of doing something so taboo didn't 
thrill him completely. But it was wrong, all so very wrong, 
and the simple fact that he still thought about it made it so 
much worse. 

Erik scrubbed his hand over his face, trying to wash 
away the memory of that wonderfully noteworthy kiss, but 
as soon as those images of Angel pinning him to the wall 
faded away, images of him pinning Marshall to the bed 
roared to life. 

His pulse raced harder, charging down toward his 
thighs to throb in his groin. His body liked the vision, 


wanted it to be reality. It begged to feel Marshall's warmth 
again, begged for another taste of Angel's lips. 

His soapy hand drew foamy circles over his chest then 
slipped down to his navel, then down to his lower 
extremities. His fingers fluttered over the sensitive skin of 
his cock and then down to graze his tender sac. 

"Give me a break," he groaned, eyes rolling back in his 
head. The memory of Angel's kiss and Marshall's cock 
already had him hard. 

This was just supposed to be a nice, warm, relaxing 
shower. Just an innocent, quick scrub and nothing more, 
but when his palm slipped down his shaft, innocence flew 
out the window. 

"This is so wrong," he mumbled, rolling his body 
against the tiles until his back was against the wall then he 
sank down until he planted his ass on the shower floor. 

With his legs spread wider, a rock-hard erection jutted 
out from between his thighs. His fingers curled around his 
shaft and his head rested against the wall as he closed his 
eyes. Maybe if he thought about Marshall, he wouldn't feel 
so guilty. Maybe if he imagined Marshall's lips, this 
wouldn't be so catastrophic. 

But every time he closed his eyes and let his mind run 
away, he saw the wild, scared, lonely look in Angel's eyes. 
Then he felt Angel's lips on his, felt their bodies pressed 
together. He imagined Angel's hand stroking the firm 
length of his erection. 


"God, get it together, Erik. This isn't right," he bit out, 
but the admonition wasn't enough to make him stop. He 
gripped a little harder, stroked a little faster. The warm 
water rolled over his tense muscles and down his chest. 
The heat hit his cock and he hissed. 

He wanted to feel Angel's black spiky hair between his 
fingers as he pulled the kid down into a heated kiss. He 
wanted to feel the weight of Angel's brutal brown stare as 
Erik pinned him to the mattress and made love to him. He 
wanted to feel Angel's warm body as he glided in and out, 
and he wanted to hear Angel cry out his name as he made 
him come harder than the kid ever had before. 

"Oh, my God," he moaned as his fingers loosened and 
tightened, waving over his shaft. So close. So very close. 
He picked up the pace. It wasn't long before his sac 
tightened and, with one final firm tug, his seed erupted in 
thick, pearly ropes, coating the tiles beneath him, then 
swirling down the drain. 

Letting out a forced breath, Erik unclenched his 
eyelids and his body relaxed as he sat, sprawled out in the 
bottom of the shower. He couldn't bring himself to leave 
the safe, quiet confines of those warm, embracing walls. 
His skin wrinkled and the water began to turn cold. At least 
here, he couldn't ruin some poor kid's life and he couldn't 
ruin his own by chasing after a love that obviously wasn't 
meant to be. 

“You're better than this, Erik. You can handle this," he 
whispered as he hefted himself up from the shower floor. 


He snatched a towel from the hook and wrapped it around 
his body, not bothering to dry off. 

Somehow, he had to make this right. Somehow, he had 
to get his mind off Angel and ignore the budding feelings 
he had, or he would have no choice but to break his 
promise. Erik didn't break promises. If he thought there 
was a Chance he couldn't keep them, he didn't make them 
in the first place. 

Erik fell back on the bed, rubbing his hand back and 
forth across the center of his chest. If only he could just 
figure out a way to avoid the situation without pawning his 
patient off on someone else. 

He was probably blowing the whole thing out of 
proportion anyway. Angel never expressed any feelings, 
just misguided attraction. So he'd kissed him, big freaking 
deal. 

Erik's eyes shifted toward the leather binder he'd 
dropped on the edge of the bed before he'd headed to the 
shower. If he flipped back the cover, Angel's drawing would 
be right there, waiting. The urge to look at it gnawed at his 
brain. It took a lot of effort not to look, especially when he 
saw the edge of the page sticking out. 

Maybe looking at it would help. Maybe if he reminded 
himself of the kid's potential, he could easily back the hell 
off and do his damn job. 

He lost his willpower—or maybe he just surrendered it 
without a fight. He slipped the tip of his finger under the 
binder's cover, lifting it until he could see the sketch. It 


truly was perfection, and in that split second of admiration, 
his mind conjured up all kinds of things he could do with 
Angel. All completely innocent, like taking him to the 
modern art museum, or taking him to the university to 
check out their art program. If Angel saw he had a future 
with his art... 

A smile curled Erik's lips. Angel's art wasn't the only 
future he saw for the kid. He simply couldn't deny it or 
fight it anymore. Erik wanted him. He wanted Angel in a 
way therapists weren't supposed to want their patients, in 
that settle-down-and-buy-a-house-together sort of way. He 
wanted them to begin a perfect future together, for the rest 
of his life's memories to include Angel. 

If he acted upon on any of it, all of that want would be 
his undoing. 

So he wouldn't. At least not right now, anyway. Not 
while he still had Angel in his care at the clinic. That was 
final. He would forget about being anything more than a 
counselor to Angel until the clinic doors finally closed for 
good. Then he could consider something more. He would 
ignore his feelings for the kid and when Marshall came 
back in town, he would deal with that bump in the road as 
best he could. The decision didn't buy him any reassurance, 
but maybe it would give him a night's worth of peace. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 


Afternoon sun spilled in from the large glass windows 
that opened up to the courtyard. It made the decayed, 
amber-stained surfaces of nearly every piece of furniture in 
the room look a little sicklier, and cast a blinding sheen 
over the linoleum floor. But for some reason, most of the 
patients preferred it to the comfort of their rooms. Maybe it 
gave them the illusion of freedom. Maybe it gave them 
hope. 

The tip of Angel's pencil scraped across the rough 
surface of the sketch paper. He had one leg pulled under 
his body, while the other hung off the edge of the sofa. His 
tennis shoe tapped a steady beat against the worn, cream- 
colored flooring that lined almost every square foot of the 
clinic. He kept his focus on every single line, curve, and 
shadow. 

"Angel," a soft voice whispered from behind him. He 
raised his head only slightly, mumbled a noise that meant 
whoever had called his name now had his attention, though 
divided as it was. 

"Dr Daniels won't be in today. He's sick. I'm supposed 
to offer you a consult with one of the other doctors, if you 
would like to take it." 

Angel shook his head. "No. I can wait," he said flatly. 

"Okay. I'll make a note in your chart and maybe when 
he gets back, he can see you immediately." 


"Yeah. Sure thing," he said as he continued to scribble 
on the page, though the etched lines seemed more erratic, 
more passionate than they had before. Missing his session 
bothered the shit out of him, which was weird since he'd 
always protested them before. Maybe missing a chance to 
see the doctor again bothered him worse. 

Shit, was Dr D avoiding him because of that stupid 
fucking kiss? 

Angel listened to the soft pitter patter of tiny feet 
walking away when another thought made him raise his 
head. He looked back over the sofa and saw Nurse Roni 
scurrying off to do whatever. 


"Hey, Roni," he called out to her. She spun back 
around. "You think maybe I could get a phone call with 
him?" 

Roni chewed the edge of her bottom lip for a moment. 
"I don't know if—" 

"Please." 

His dark eyes softened. He gave her a sad puppy dog 
look that, once upon a time, managed to win him almost 
everything he wanted. She sighed in defeat and he gave 
her a winning grin. "I'll tell you what, I'll call him. If he says 
it's okay, I'll find some place for you to have a private call 
with him. Does that work for you?" 

"Yes, ma'am." He nodded emphatically. 


x OK OK OK 


Erik had yet to leave the bed. He felt sort of guilty for 
lying about being sick, but he just couldn't face the clinic 
today. More specifically, he couldn't face Angel today. Every 
time he thought about the kid, about his beautiful eyes and 
enticing smile, something deep inside Erik warmed and 
certain parts of his body began to stir. He just needed a day 
or two to recompose himself, to get his head back in the 
game so he could be the best possible doctor for his 
patient. 

The sound of his cell phone ringing on the nightstand 
pulled him out of the desperate, sinking feeling gnawing at 
his gut. 

"Hello," Erik said, scrubbing his hand over his face. 
He hadn't bothered checking the caller ID and as soon as 
he heard Roni's voice on the other end, he wished he had. 

“Doctor, this is Roni. I'm so sorry to bother you, but 
Angel requested a phone consult with you, if you feel up to 
T 

That defeated the purpose of calling in. He meant to 
stay away from the kid for a few days—maybe even a week, 
if he could manage it. A phone consult wouldn't give him 
the distance he needed and hoped for. 

"Erik?" 

"Yeah. Sorry." He paused a moment, then sat up in the 
bed and sighed. "He refused to see another doctor, didn't 
he?" 

"Yes, I'm afraid he did." 

"Of course he did." 


"So, um... will you give him the phone consult?" 

"I will this time, but please, try to convince him to 
speak with another doctor," Erik said in a kind and non- 
confrontational voice, hiding his aggravation as best as he 
could. 

"l'll find a private room with a phone. Call you back in 
about ten minutes?" 

"Sure," Erik said and ended the call. 

No sense in staying in bed any longer. He'd feigned 
being sick so he wouldn't have to be face-to-face with 
Angel, and while being on the phone wasn't much better, at 
least he wouldn't have to fight off the physical attraction he 
now felt. Had Angel not kissed him, the thought would've 
never crossed his mind—at least that's what he kept telling 
himself. He could've counseled the kid into a happy, drug- 
free life, but now... now he couldn't even think about Angel 
without remembering that kiss. 

The cell phone in his hand started to vibrate. Erik 
considered just not answering, letting it go and pretending 
he'd gotten sick or something, but he couldn't do it. He 
already felt way too guilty, and avoiding the phone would 
sure as hell make matters worse. 

With a sigh, he sat down on the couch and answered 
his phone. "Hello?" 

"Doc, it's Angel." 

"I know," Erik said as he lay back and closed his eyes. 
"What's going on?" 

"You don't sound sick." 


"This isn't about me. Roni said you wanted a phone 
consult. What's so important you couldn't wait for me to 
come back to work?" 

"Is it my fault?" 

"Is what your fault?" 

"That you're playing hooky from work? Are you 
avoiding me because I kissed you?" 

"No," Erik immediately choked out. It was a lie and 
somehow, he knew Angel could see right through it. "Look, 
I... I can't do this with you. You said you're attracted to me. 
You kissed me. I'm your doctor. What happened can get me 
in serious trouble. Angel, it could cost me my career." 

“But I said I was sorry." 

"I know you did." 

"So what's the problem?" 

Erik didn't say a word. He wouldn't dare confess his 
feelings to anyone, let alone the object of his affection. 
Some things were most definitely better left unsaid. Some 
truths only made the problems worse. But the silence gave 
him away. 

"I'm a problem for you, aren't I, Erik?" Angel said and 
Erik could almost hear the smile in his voice. "Are you 
attracted to me?" 

"It's 'Dr Daniels' and this topic isn't open for 
discussion, Angel. If you want to have a serious session, 
then we can talk. If not, I'm hanging up." 

"No! Please don't." Angel paused, and when he spoke 
again, his voice sounded solemn, not teasing like it did 


before. "I'm sorry. I swear, I'm sorry. I just..." He swallowed 
so hard Erik could hear the sound of the gulp through the 
phone. "I just need to feel wanted. I know it's not 
appropriate, but could you—if the situation was different— 
could you want me?" 

At first, Erik couldn't say a word. The repercussions 
were potentially too detrimental for them both. But if he 
lied, it would probably break Angel's heart. Then what 
would happen? Would the kid drop the program and go 
back to the streets? 

"Angel, please... don't make me answer that." 

"Dr Daniels," Angel whispered. His voice wavered with 
the sound of stifled tears. "Please. Please be honest with 
me. I need to know." 

Licking his lips, Erik cradled the phone between his 
ear and shoulder as he pushed himself up from the couch. 
He started pacing the small space between his living room 
and kitchen. How dare Angel do this to him? How dare he 
put him in this situation? 

And in that moment, every single feeling Erik had for 
the kid came to a head. They filled his heart and mind, 
washing a sense of happiness and peace over him. Maybe 
he'd come to terms with everything he felt for Angel. The 
sudden sense of peace made everything okay. Things finally 


felt right enough to admit. 

"If things were different," Erik finally said. "If you 
weren't my patient, then yes, I could want you. I could be 
attracted to you, but Angel, you are my patient and we have 
to keep our relationship on a very strict, professional level." 


“What if I agreed to see another doctor?" 

"You're still a patient of the hospital." 

"I'll drop out of the program." 

"No! No, don't you dare. You need the program. You're 
not healed. You still have issues that will drive you right 
back to the drugs because you don't know how to handle 
them yet." 

“Then you can keep me off the drugs." 

"Angel." Erik took a deep breath, rubbing his hand 
over the back of his neck. "Don't do this, okay? You have a 
month left. Things could change in that month. Jon could 
come back. I know that's the only reason you kissed me. I 
know that's what drove you to me." 

"No, it isn't," Angel insisted. "Okay, yes, it was... at 
first, but the more I thought about it, the more I thought 
about how good you make me feel, the more I knew I 
wanted you. You get me. Plus, you stand up to me. Jon 
never stood up to me. I need someone to keep me in my 
place. Please, promise you won't abandon me." 

"I've already made one promise I couldn't keep. Don't 
make me make another one." 

"That hurts, Erik." 

"Dr Daniels!" Erik bit out as he sank back down onto 
the soft, lumpy surface of his sofa. "I didn't mean to hurt 
you, I swear, but this is... this is a bad situation, Angel. 
You've put me in a very difficult place. I think it's better for 
us both if we spend some time away from each other, just 


for a little while, just until we both get our heads on 
straight, okay?" 

"Fine," Angel snapped. "Take all the time you want." 

Erik heard the phone slam down, followed by a dial 
tone. He hung his head as a brutal pain cut his heart in 
half. He felt like shit for that. He felt like shit because he 
failed to give Angel everything he needed. He felt like shit 
because he couldn't be the man he needed to be for 
himself, for Marshall, for Angel, or for anyone. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 


Friday. It'd been a full week since Erik had last seen 
the inside of the clinic. After the revelations and the phone 
consult with Angel, facing the kid was the last thing Erik 
wanted or needed to do. So, he'd spent four days lying in 
his bed, mostly staring up at the ceiling and contemplating 
how the hell he could undo this mess. How could he 
backpedal his way out of an extremely sticky situation? 

All while looking for a new job. 

There really wasn't any good way to handle Angel. He 
had to face the music, deal with what had happened, and 
try to approach the situation from a professional, yet caring 
standpoint. He would have to sit Angel down and confront 
him, have a quiet one-on-one and let Angel know that he 
would be there for him, but he couldn't be there in the way 
Angel wanted him to be—at least not right now. 

His red beater clunked and roared into the clinic's 
parking lot. Just as he pulled into his normal space, the 
phone started to ring. It was Marshall. Yet another sticky 
situation that had to be dealt with. "Hello?" 

"Hey, gorgeous. Guess who's in town?" Marshall asked 
with an enthused lilt. 

"I thought you wouldn't be in until Monday." 

“Don't sound so happy, Erik. Geez," Marshall teased. 

Erik turned the key and killed the motor. He sat back 
with his head against the headrest and closed his eyes, the 
faint pounding of his pulse invading his temples. 


"No. I'm happy," he lied. "I've just been sick. Missed a 
week of work. Today is my first day back and I think things 
will be... hectic." 

“Well, I'm sad to hear that. I'd hoped to have coffee 
with you." 

“There's always lunch. We could meet at the—" 

"Look in your rearview mirror," Marshall interrupted. 

Hesitantly, Erik looked up and he saw the image of his 
devastatingly handsome, infuriatingly distracting ex- 
partner waving to him through the mirror's reflection. 
Marshall's kissable mouth curled into a nervous smile as 
his hand slowly lowered. Erik took a deep breath before 


climbing out of the car. 


The bright white of Marshall's perfect teeth gleamed 
from between his two plump lips. He looked so damn happy 
and Erik was... well, anything but. He did not need this 
right now. No way could he deal with both men, one right 
after the other, and Angel seemed to be the more 
desperate, more pressing of the two. 


"Hey, baby," Marshall said in a soft voice and held his 
arms out for Erik to walk into a warm embrace. 

"Hey," Erik said as he stepped into the hug. His arms 
wrapped around Marshall's waist. Marshall's lips pressed 
to his cheek. "I'm sorry I can't break away for coffee." Erik 
pulled away. "I really need to check on my patients. They 
haven't seen me in a week." 

"I understand," Marshall said. "Maybe I can sit 
somewhere and wait for you? I have my laptop. I could 
work." 


"Okay." Erik nodded. "You could... wait in the doctors' 
lounge. It's quiet there. We go there to write notes on 
patients." 

"I'll follow you then, Dr Daniels," Marshall said as he 
extended his arm for Erik to lead the way. 

They entered through the glass double doors at the 
front of the clinic and walked down the cold, sterile yellow 
halls, florescent lights buzzing overhead. Erik kept a safe 
distance from his ex-partner, his mind still whirling. 
Marshall blissfully followed beside him, clutching his laptop 
bag in one hand and his cell phone in the other. 

Uncertainty tensed Erik's muscles. Marshall showing 
up seriously complicated the day. Erik had planned on 
going straight to Angel's room. He'd planned on having a 
sincere talk with his patient, reminding him of why he was 
here and what they needed to accomplish before Angel 
could be released. He planned to move beyond feelings and 
get back on the right track. 

They'd just reached the door to the doctors' lounge 
when Erik heard frantic footsteps pounding down the hall. 
Roni's blond curls bounced behind her, her bright blue 
scrubs swishing as she charged toward him. The look on 
her face twisted his gut. The red in her eyes made his 
breath hitch in his throat. 

"He's gone!" she cried out. 

Erik knew without asking who she was talking about. 
His knees weakened, and he had to place a palm against 
the cool, yellow-painted cinderblock wall to steady himself. 


"I made my rounds this morning, but he wasn't there. 
Angel's gone!" 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 


It took Roni saying the words more than once before 
Erik could process them enough to fully grasp the news. 
Angel had left. His patient ran away, left the program, and 
Erik couldn't pull it together enough to react. His heart 
started racing. Sweat beaded on his brow, making him feel 
clammy. And no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't take 
a deep breath to save his life. The whole entire world 
crumbled down around him. 

"Oh, God," Erik rasped as his fingers tried to grip the 
wall. "Why, Angel?" It felt like someone ripped his heart out 
of his body. A wave of nauseating fear rushed through him, 
twisting his stomach again. If something happened to 
Angel, he knew he would never be able to live with himself. 
"Oh, God," he cried as tears began to redden his eyes. 

"Erik?" Marshall gasped. 

"Dr Daniels?" Roni reached out for him. 

Marshall brushed his hand over Erik's cheek. "Baby, 
you're pale." 

Roni's eyes widened with shock, yo-yoing back and 
forth between the two men. 

"I'm okay. I need..." Erik lifted up from the wall. 
Fingers trembling, he gripped at the nape of his neck. The 
pressure helped with the pounding tension. He paced in a 
small circle while his mind struggled to get it together. "We 
need... I need to find him. I need to find him before he 
destroys himself." 


"Okay," Marshall said, gripping Erik by the shoulders. 
"Calm down. We'll find him. I'll take you wherever you need 
to go, okay?" 

Erik nodded, fighting to hold back the tears burning his 
eyes and tightening his throat. How would he explain it if 
they managed to break free? How could he justify crying 
over the patient who ran away? He couldn't. But crying 
over the one who got away, he could. 


Marshall took Erik by the hand and led him back down 
the hall, through the double doors, and out to the parking 
lot. Erik didn't trust his voice enough to protest, to tell his 
ex-partner he needed to deal with this problem alone 
without that telltale quiver. He didn't trust his tears to stay 
hidden. 

Marshall opened the passenger door to his Land Rover 
and Erik climbed inside. 

As Erik dialed Jon's number, he couldn't help but 
wonder if his conversation with Angel is what made him 
leave the program. After all, Angel did offer to drop out just 
so they could be together. He couldn't help but wonder if 
Angel would've stayed at the clinic had he not taken the 
call, had he not been so completely honest with the kid 
about his feelings. Obviously, he wasn't far from blaming 
himself for this, and the longer the phone rang, the more 
he wondered if going after Angel was really the right thing 
to do or if he just needed to let it go. 

"Hello?" Jon answered with a hoarseness that made 
Erik believe he'd been sleeping. 

"Jon, it's Dr Daniels." Erik's voice wavered. He had to 
clear his throat before he could speak again. "Angel's gone. 


He left some time during the night." 

"What? No. Why?" 

Erik could lie and say he didn't know why, or he could 
face the truth of his bad decisions. Better still, he could 
avoid the subject and get the facts so he could try to save 
his patient from the worst mistake of his life. "I need to 
know where he might have gone. I know of the one motel, 
but weren't there others?" 

"Yeah. Three. They're all on the same city block. I'm 
coming too," Jon said. Erik could hear the ruffling of sheets, 
could hear another man's voice groaning in the 
background. 

"No. I don't think that's a good idea, Jon. Your news 
shook him up quite a bit." 

"This is my fault?" 

"I didn't say that, Jon. People drop out of rehab 
programs all the time. The important thing right now is 
that we find him and get him back on the right track before 
he does something stupid." 

"Right." Jon paused. "Dr Daniels, please find him. I... I 
don't want anything to happen to him. I do care about him, 
you know?" 

"I know, but I think he's having a hard time believing 
people care. Jon, I swear I'll do my best to find him," Erik 
responded dutifully. "I'll call you when I know something." 

"Please do," Jon said in a soft voice. "If you need me..." 

"I should probably do this myself." 

"But I want—" 


"Jon, this isn't about what you want. It's about what 
Angel needs." Erik kept his voice stern. No way would he 
give Jon a chance to argue. Jon didn't need to be there 
when Erik found Angel. No one did. Jf he actually did 
manage to find him. "I'm going to look for him and I'm 
going alone. That's final." 


"Understood," Jon said as he hung up the phone. 

With a hard sigh, Erik closed his eyes and sank down 
in the passenger seat of Marshall's Land Rover. Tears filled 
his eyes as he mumbled directions to his ex. Concern and 
fear rose like a ball of fire in the back of his throat. He 
could feel Marshall looking, watching him with curiosity. If 
he tried to explain everything now, he would break down 
and fall apart. Erik couldn't afford to do that. He had a 
patient to save. 

No, more than that. He had a person he desperately 
cared about to find and save and protect. 

They pulled up to the first motel. Marshall drove 
straight up to the front door. Erik charged right up to the 
front desk and asked the surly old man behind the counter 
if Luke Jacobs or a guy calling himself Angel had checked 
in. The man shook his head and Erik proceeded to describe 
Angel's spiky, black hair and dark eyes, his hard jaw and 
high cheekbones. The clerk insisted he hadn't seen anyone 
like that. Erik's heart sank, but this was only the first of 
three possible places he could be. Hope wasn't lost. Not 
yet. 

The tale remained the same at the next two places. He 
even went back to the room he and Jon had found Angel the 
night they'd brought him to the clinic. He banged until his 


knuckles were red and raw. No one ever answered. No one 
had seen Angel. 

Everything seemed to fall apart. The world whirled 
around him in a blur of noise and bleeding colors. Erik 
hugged his body tight, trying to steady his breathing, but 
each breath felt like a stab to the chest. His throat knotted. 
Tears filled his eyes again. The hope he'd been clinging to 
became a thin veil of emptiness closing in around him. He 
sank down against the wall outside the motel room as he 
stared blindly into the setting Los Angeles sun. 

He heard footsteps charge up beside him, but Erik 
didn't bother to raise his head. It didn't even compute. 
Devastation kept him in a tight little bubble nothing in the 
world could penetrate. His heart and mind kicked him in 
the metaphorical ass. Guilt tasted a lot like bile rising in 
the back of his throat. 

Marshall's warm arms and caring voice finally 
penetrated Erik's safe bubble. His ex-partner pulled him 
into his arms and pressed his cheek against Erik's head. 

"Baby, we'll find him, I promise." 

That moment, in Marshall's arms, with all hope of 
finding Angel quickly fading, Erik fell apart. He trembled 
and sobbed, panted and shook. His fingers locked around 
Marshall's arm. "I failed him," Erik cried. "I tried so hard 
and I failed him." 

“You did the best you could, baby. He made the choice 
to leave." 

"It was my fault." 


"No, it wasn't. You did everything you could." Marshall 
gathered Erik from the filthy concrete and held him tight 
against his body as they walked back to the Land Rover. He 
opened the passenger door and helped Erik get situated in 
the seat. "Let's get you home. You can take a hot bath then 
lie down and rest. We'll figure something out." 

Erik laid his head back against the seat and closed his 
eyes. He would let Marshall take him home, console him 
and care for him, if that's what Marshall sincerely wanted, 
but eventually the truth would have to come out. He would 
have to bare his soul, even if it meant destroying 
everything he'd worked to put back together. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 


By the time Marshall and Erik reached the old, 
decaying apartment building Erik called home, the sun had 
set and the sky had turned almost completely black. Guilt 
and worry gnawed at Erik's gut. He imagined Angel's life as 
this perfect piece of plain white paper. It had so much 
potential. It could've become a beautiful work of art or 
well-written story, an amazing love poem or... or anything 
Angel wanted it to be. Then Erik imagined his hand 
wrapping around the page and crumpling it into a useless 
ball. That's what he'd done to Angel. He'd stolen the kid's 
chance to make something of himself, and now Erik had no 
choice but to move on, even if the idea of it killed his heart. 

Marshall's Land Rover rounded the corner. It 
shimmied and jostled as it trod over the broken concrete of 
Erik's apartment's driveway. The bouncing made his 
stomach tighten and turn even worse than it already had. 
He imagined a sickly shade of gray tinting his flesh. 

Erik finally managed to look up, lifting his eyes away 
from the floorboard he'd seemed so fascinated with. It was 
still just light enough for Erik to make out the dark figure 
sitting at the bottom of the steps, its arms steepled against 
its knees, hands locked under the chin. A ratty backpack 
sat beside the figure's feet. But it wasn't until the Land 
Rover's headlights circled the parking lot that Erik could 
make out the messy, black spikes and hard jawline, the 
pouty lips and dark eyes. His heart nearly stopped. 


As soon as Erik realized the guy he'd been searching 
for sat—quite literally—right at his front door, his breath 
hitched and his stomach sank down to his toes. It felt like a 
dream. 

"It's him!" Erik gasped, finger stabbing out toward the 
person at the foot of the steps. 

"Angel?" Marshall asked. 

"Yeah." A grin spread across Erik's face. "Yeah. It's 
Angel." 

He leapt from Marshall's barely-stopped SUV and 
charged straight for the kid. The rush of excitement and 
the relief he felt charged his pulse and drove his speeding 
feet. To find his patient there at his home was a miracle 
Erik never would've expected. 

Angel stood, opened his mouth to say something but 
he didn't have a chance to speak before Erik's arms 
wrapped around him and their lips met. He held Angel tight 
against his body, claimed his lips with more passion than 
he'd ever kissed anyone before. Relief wound through his 
body and exploded in his chest. The crumpled ball of paper 
began to unfurl and a soft pallet of colors drew the most 
amazing picture Erik could've imagined. He saw Angel's 
life become the miracle Erik knew it had the potential to 
be. He saw perfection. 

Everything in the world felt right again. It didn't 
matter if Angel ran off to get high; he had come back to 
Erik's place. He was still alive. If anything had happened in 


those hours, it didn't matter because anything, everything 
could be fixed now. 

When their lips finally tore apart, Erik's wide eyes 
searched Angel's beautiful, magical face. 

"Are you Okay?" he asked, hands running down the 
muscled length of the kid's arms. 

"I'm okay." 

"Did you...?" 

"Get high? No. I walked to some little art gallery and 
looked around for a while. Then I sat in the park and 
sketched. I waited until I thought you would be home then I 
took a bus over here. You're not mad, are you?" 

"No. God, no," Erik laughed, hugging Angel tighter. 
"I'm glad you're safe. I'm glad you didn't run away to get 
high." 

Angel's eyes lowered. He swallowed hard. "You won't 
want me if I'm high." 

Erik gripped the kid's chin and gently lifted his head 
until their eyes met. They stared at each other for a 
moment before Erik slowly pressed his lips to Angel's. 
Their eyes closed as the kiss carried them away from the 
world around them. The kiss carried them to heaven, away 
from the drugs and the strife, away from everything 
keeping them from embracing their feelings for each other. 

Angel's hands cupped Erik's cheeks, his tongue 
slipped inside Erik's mouth. Those lips felt twice as good as 
they had before, because this time around, Erik wanted the 
kiss. This time around, it was welcome. They held each 


other, oblivious to anything and anyone around them, 
including Marshall. They'd been so enthralled in each 
other, neither had heard the car door slam. 

"Um... what's going on?" Marshall asked arms crossed 
over his chest, brow arched. 

The kiss broke. Erik lowered his head, half ashamed, 
half afraid of confronting Marshall about this. He didn't 
want to talk about Marshall in front of Angel and didn't 
want to talk about Angel in front of Marshall. And though 
he hadn't really been committed to either of them, he felt 
like he'd wronged them both because he'd kept secrets 
from them. 

Erik finally raised his head. Angel looked over his 
shoulder. The three of them stood in silence as tension 
made the air around them feel suffocating. 

"Marshall," Erik said in a soft voice. He turned around 
to face his ex-partner and the hurt on Marshall's face 
nearly blew him away. "I think we need to talk." 

"Yes, it appears we do." 

Erik fished a ring of keys from his pocket then handed 
them over to Angel. "Can you wait in my apartment? I 
really need to take care of this." 

Even as Angel grabbed his backpack from the step and 
tore up the stairs, Erik didn't look away from him. He 
wouldn't take his eyes off Angel until he felt nothing could 
hurt him, not even himself. He watched Angel disappear 
behind the door to his home then looked back to find his ex- 
partner fuming. 


When Marshall and Erik were finally alone, he looked 
up at Marshall and his heart skipped a beat. He'd silently 
practiced this speech many times over the last few days, 
had it down to a perfect, non-confrontational account of the 
years they'd spent together and how they both seemed 
much happier and healthier apart from each other. The 
speech would've ended with "no matter what, I'll always 
love you". The matter of his new feelings for his patient 
would've been left out because it wouldn't have helped the 
situation, but the time for hiding secrets had passed. 
Nothing had happened the way he'd planned. 

No matter how he arranged the words, he couldn't 
find an easy way of saying them. There was no easy way of 
breaking his ex-lover's heart. 

“Marshall, I don't know what happened. He kissed me 
while he was still a patient and I told him he couldn't do 
that to me. I told him we couldn't be anything to each other, 
but the more I thought about him and the kiss, the more I 
realized I was attracted to him, that in some way, I wanted 
him. I swore I wouldn't act on it, but then he disappeared 
and—" 

"And I was lucky enough to witness the first kiss 
since?" 

"Yeah. This is the first time we've seen each other 
since." 

Marshall let out a sigh and rubbed the back of his 
neck as he stepped toward the stair railing. He leaned 


against the rusted, metal balustrade, crossing his legs at 
the ankles and his arms over his chest. "Do you love him?" 

"T wouldn't call it love." Erik sat down on the step. He 
clenched his clammy hands together and really thought for 
a moment about how he felt for Angel. The time had come 
to be honest, with both himself and with his ex. "I care 
about him. I'm attracted to him, but I don't know enough 
about him to love him. I haven't really spent any time with 
him outside of the clinic." 

"Do you want to try being in a relationship with him?" 

"Honestly, I don't know. Like I said, this is the first 
time we've seen each other since that kiss. I still need to 
talk to him about rehab and his recovery. I don't know if 
he's going back to the facility. If he does, the same rules 
still apply. I'm a doctor and he'll still be a patient." 

"So, if he goes back, then you can't be with him?" 

“Those are the rules." 

"And if he doesn't?" 

"Then I guess time will tell." 

"You're a good man, Erik. He would be incredibly 
lucky to have you." 

Erik's eyes cut away. He mumbled his thank you, 
trying to avoid the hard stuff. They'd been through a 
breakup once before, but this time, Marshall would be the 
one on the receiving end of another devastating goodbye. 

In a hoarse voice he finally said, "I guess I should go 
then. I'll be in town for the week if you need to talk or 
anything." 


"Thanks for being so understanding, Marshall." Erik 
stood and held out his arms. 

Marshall stepped in for a hug. Erik could tell Marshall 
had to put up one hell of a fight to keep up his strong, stoic 
face. Erik also knew how bad it hurt to be the one being 
rejected, but he had to follow his heart. He had to think of 
the best possible situation for him and his addiction. 

Marshall whispered, "I'll always love you. You know 
that, right?" 

"I know. Part of me will always love you too." Erik 
pulled back. He looked Marshall in the eyes. "You know 
we're better off as friends, right?" 

"Yes, it seems that way, doesn't it?" Marshall half 
laughed, a false facade for his tragedy. He kissed Erik's 
cheek. "Please, keep in touch with me, okay?" 

"I will." 

Erik watched as his ex-partner drove away. He hoped 
like hell he'd made the right decision. Erik just wasn't very 
good at being alone. Loneliness led to sad thoughts, which 
led to wanting a drink, which had the potential to ruin his 
life again. That couldn't happen, not this time, not while he 
had another human being to look after. Someone fighting 
an addiction. Someone he could help. 

When he went up to his apartment, he found Angel 
sitting on the couch, staring at a television that wasn't 
turned on and chewing down his nails, his foot patting 
against the ratty carpet. Erik closed the front door and 
Angel's head whipped back. 


They stared at each other, neither one daring to say a 
word. The situation was too awkward. Erik had just sent his 
ex-lover away so he could embrace the taboo feelings he 
had for his possible ex-patient. He sat down on the couch 
beside him, took a deep breath and pulled Angel into his 
arms. 

"I guess it's our turn to talk," he said in a soft, 
defeated voice. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 


Erik sank down on the couch beside Angel, who hadn't 
stopped fidgeting. In a way, he wanted Angel to say he 
wouldn't go back to the clinic. He wanted Angel to be done 
with rehab and done with the drugs. He wanted to see the 
kid go to school and follow through with his art. But he also 
wanted the best for Angel and if that meant going back to 
the clinic, Erik would support him completely, including 
forgetting his feelings. 

"So, what are your plans?" Erik finally asked. He kept 
his voice calm and professional. 

"Plans?" Angel looked up at him and frowned. 

"Are you going back to rehab?" 

"Should I?" 

"Do you feel like you'll run back to the drugs when life 
gets too hard to handle?" 

A thoughtful look passed over Angel's face. He chewed 
his nails down a little more. 

"Ideally, no, I wouldn't, but it's not something I would 
promise. I can't say I wouldn't run back to them if things 
got really, really fucking bad. I don't want to be a junkie 
anymore, but..." 

"Do you think you need more counseling?" 

"Dr D," Angel said as he turned back toward Erik. "The 
answer to most of your questions depends on you. I know 
that's probably wrong, but I need you to hear me out." 


Angel reached down for Erik's hand. Erik closed the 
distance, lacing their fingers together. He looked in Angel's 
dark eyes and saw the hope and the desperation, the need 
and the desire to be and do something more. Angel wanted 
to leave the life of a junkie street-rat behind, and part of 
him knew Angel would do anything to make that happen. 

“Would you be willing to help me?" Angel said in a soft 
voice. "I mean, I want to go to art school and stay clean, 
but I... I think I need someone to stay by my side and help 
me stay on course. Would you be willing to do that for me?" 

A soft smile curled the edges of Erik's lips. He pulled 
Angel close and kissed his forehead. Having the kid in his 
arms felt so undeniably right, more perfect than anything 
he'd ever felt. "I will. I'll do everything I can for you. We'll 
take this one day at a time, together. But honestly, Angel, I 
think you should keep seeing a counselor. Even if you don't 
go back into a rehab facility, I think you need someone you 
feel like you can talk to about your addiction" 

"I can talk to you." 

"If I'm in a relationship with you, I can't give you 
objective advice. I won't be able to tell you when you're 
screwing up without it hurting us both. Please don't put 
that on me." 

"I won't have to go away, right?" 

"No. They have outpatient programs. You can join a 
group. Something. I just... I don't want to see you going 
back to the drugs. I think you're too talented and too smart. 
Angel, I believe you want better than that and I swear to 


God, I will do everything I can to help you, but I can't be 
your counselor." 

"I guess I can see another counselor." Angel lowered 
his head and nodded slowly. 

Erik knew how hard it was for him to accept the need 
to continue counseling, but Angel's acceptance of his sage 
advice made him damn proud. 

"I promise to be there every step of the way. You won't 
go through this alone." 

“Then I promise to do everything I can to stay clean." 

Erik brushed the tips of his fingers through Angel's 
black, spiky hair, down until his hand curled around the 
nape of the kid's neck. He gently pulled Angel in for a soft, 
yet heated kiss. Angel's lips parted and Erik's tongue 
slipped inside his mouth. Tingles rippled down Erik's spine 
as soon as Angel's hand touched the side of his neck. 
Everything warmed as Angel's other hand slipped down his 
chest. It dipped down lower, easing between Erik's thighs. 
The feel of Angel's palm gently pressing against his crotch 
gave him pause. 

“What are you doing?" Erik choked as their lips pulled 
apart. 

"You don't want me?" 

"Of course I do, but..." 

"No one has ever made love to me before, Erik." 

A surprised "Oh" fluttered from Erik's lips as he 
exhaled a breath. He took Angel's hands in his and held 


them up between their chests. "And you want me to be the 
one who makes love to you for the first time?" 

"I'm not a virgin." 

"I gathered." 

"I've only... fucked." Angel chewed his bottom lip. 

They stared at each other in silence. Erik imagined 
making love to Angel, the gentle touches, kissing every 
inch of Angel's body, filling him and connecting with him. In 
his head, the idea was too incredible for words and the 
image of Angel lying beneath him had his cock growing 
harder. 

Standing, he pulled Angel up from the couch and 
guided him toward the bedroom. He released his hands 
then gripped his hips and pulled him closer. "I want to 
make love to you, Angel, but if you have any intention of 
going back to the clinic, we stop now." 

"I want you, Erik. If that means I have to stay out of 
the program, then that's what I have to do. I just need you 
to want me too." 

"I do want you," Erik whispered as he sat Angel on the 
bed. He knelt down in front of him, began slowly removing 
his sneakers, then his jeans and his boxers. He kissed his 
way up Angel's leg, over his knee and across his thigh. "I 
want to make love to you. You deserve someone who treats 
you with tenderness and respect." 

"I want you to top me. Make love to me, Erik. Please." 

A drop of cum beaded on the head of Erik's erection. 
He was more than ready to be inside Angel's body, but he 


wanted to go slow, to take it easy. He never wanted Angel 
to forget how rewarding tender, gentle sex with someone 
he cared about could be. Angel wasn't a whore. He was 
worth so much more than any amount of money could ever 
afford, worth loving and holding, cherishing. Erik kissed 
the spot above Angel's navel, smiled and said, "We'll take it 
slow. I want this to be perfect for you." 

Angel's face flushed red. 

Reaching for the nightstand, Erik fished for a condom 
and a bottle of lube he knew would be there, despite having 
not touched it in nine forevers. His fingertips brushed the 
smooth surface, grazing the rough edge of the cap and he 
grinned as he pulled the bottle from the drawer. "Perfect." 

"What?" 

"Just lie back and relax. I'll take care of you, I swear." 

Erik slathered the lube onto two fingers. He leaned 
down to claim Angel's lips again as he eased one finger into 
Angel's body. Erik kept kissing him as he slowly, gently 
massaged Angel's opening. It became loser and Erik 
carefully added a second finger. Angel hissed against his 
lips and Erik slowed even more, taking care to be as tender 
as he could as he stretched his lover a little wider. 

When the kiss broke and Erik opened his eyes again, 
he found Angel holding the condom. He tore open the little 
foil wrapper with a smile on his face and it was the most 
beautiful smile Erik had ever seen. Angel reached down 
between their bodies and rolled the rubber down Erik's 
erection. 


Erik pressed himself between Angel's legs until the 
head of his cock teased his new lover's warm, puckered 
opening. The friction made his erection harder, made his 
sac tighten and his thighs tingle. His tongue slipped 
between Angel's parted lips in a deep, passionate kiss. 

One gentle push and he eased his way past the ring of 
muscle and further into Angel's body. Gripping warmth 
sheathed Erik's cock and it felt so utterly amazing that he 
moaned out Angel's name. He'd had plenty of sex in his life 
—good sex with hot lovers—but nothing compared to the 
way Angel was making him feel. 

"Erik," Angel whispered. "I like the way you feel inside 
me. It feels right." 

"I know, baby. It does feel right." 

And that was the absolute truth. Being with Angel, 
inside his body, having him in his arms—it all felt right, felt 
perfect. It was better than anything he'd ever had with 
Marshall. They connected on a level he and Marshall never 
had. 

Erik rolled his hips, eased his throbbing erection deep 
into Angel's heated opening. The lube made him slick, 
made gliding in and out of his lover's body smooth and 
easy. He gently stroked, back and forth, back and forth, and 
with every pass, Angel moaned a little louder. The 
satisfaction in the sound excited Erik. He picked up the 
pace, each thrust spreading Angel's legs wider. Another 
thrust and he brushed Angel's smooth, sensitive center, 
gently glided over and over. Angel called out his name, 


screaming it out as a pearly stream of cum erupted from 
the head of his cock. 

The sight was beautiful. Angel's body was beautiful, 
and with a few more solid thrusts, Erik's sac tightened and 
he came with a rumbling growl. He'd made love to Angel, 
worshipped his body like no one ever had before. He'd 
given Angel exactly what he wanted, what he deserved, and 
what he desired. 


EPILOGUE 


One year later... 


The bold, earthy scent of fresh brewed coffee filled 
their new apartment. Erik peeled open one eye, then the 
other. He flopped over in the bed. The spot beside him felt 
cool, like no one had slept there. It really didn't surprise 
him, waking up alone. He'd woken up that way every 
morning for the past week. Angel had exams coming up, so 
he hit the books early every morning before they left for 
work and school. 

He unwound his body from the sheets, lazily flopped 
his legs over the edge of the mattress, and then padded out 
of the bedroom and into the living room. Bright light hit his 
eyes and they instantly retaliated, slamming shut to keep 
the pain away. Erik groaned, rubbing his hand over his 
sleepy face as he blindly stumbled toward the couch. His 
shin hit one of the few boxes they still hadn't unpacked and 
he yelled out a stream of curses. 

Laughter trickled toward him. "Might wanna watch 
the boxes, Doc," Angel teased. 

"We really need to finish unpacking. We've been in this 
place for almost a month already and there's still shit I 
can't find." 

"Aw, poor baby is having a grumpy day," Angel cooed. 
“Doesn't want to be awake yet, does he?" 


“Someone kept me up all night. You know I'm not as 
young as you are, right?" 

"Oh, quit complaining. You're not exactly ancient 
either." 

Erik stuck out his tongue and rubbed at his bare 
chest. "Coffee?" 

"It's ready," Angel said, nodding toward their massive 
kitchen. 

It still felt like a maze, what with the huge center 
island and all. At least he knew where the coffeemaker was. 
He poured a cup of steaming java then headed back into 
the living room where Angel had his books spread out on 
the coffee table. He clenched the warm mug between his 
hands as his eyes scoured his lover's text books. 

"Did you get your sketch done?" he asked, taking a 
seat beside Angel on the couch. 

"Yep. Finished it last night while you were sleeping. 
You've always been a great subject, even better when 
you're crashed out. You're almost as adorable as a sleeping 
baby." 

"Yeah. Yeah." Erik laughed, then sipped his coffee. "So, 
are you going to let me see it or do I have to beg?" 

“You're cute when you beg." 

"Maybe, but you promised I could see it as soon as it 
was finished." 

Angel pointed the tip of his pen toward the huge 
leather portfolio holding all of his sketches. It'd been a gift 
Erik bought for him the day Angel signed up for classes at 


the community college, a small token to show how proud 
Erik had been—and still was—of him. 

Grinning, Erik opened the binder, and on the very top 
of the pile laid a picture of Erik nestled against a pillow. 
The sketch was a nude, but the bed sheets covered the 
parts neither of them wanted to ever share with rest of the 
world. As always, Angel captured every single little detail 
from the faint dimple in his cheek to the way his fingers 
parted around his nipple as he slept. 

"I envy you," Erik said. "You're so incredibly talented. I 
don't have a creative bone in my body." 

"No," Angel smiled. "You don't, but you're good at so 
many other things. You're smart and damn good at what 
you do. Look at how booming your practice is. I mean, you 
went from that shitty rehab center to your own office." 
Angel kissed Erik's cheek, running a hand up and down his 
bare chest. "And I love you exactly how you are." 

Erik's smile widened. "I love you too, baby. You want 
to come take a shower with me? We have to get going soon. 
I have a client scheduled at eight and I have to drop you off 
at school first." 

Gulping down the last of his coffee, Erik stood from 
the couch and held out his hand. He sat the warm mug 
down then wiggled his brows as his fingers locked around 
Angel's wrist. He pulled his lover up from the couch and 
against his body. 

“Come shower with me," he whispered against the 
firm line of Angel's jaw. 


Their bare chests met in a soft kiss. Angel shivered 
against him as Erik brushed his fingertips down his lover's 
spine. He slowly led Angel back toward the bathroom, 
removing the few pieces of clothes they had on along the 
way. Their bare feet slapped against the cool tile of the 
bathroom floor and Angel shivered again. 

For the both of them, this was pure happiness. 

Erik finally had a rewarding relationship with someone 
who understood the struggle he went through just to 
remain sober. He had someone who appreciated him and 
his need to take care of people. And Angel had found 
someone with the courage and strength to fight for him, to 
fight to keep him alive and on the right course. He found 
someone to take care of him when taking care of himself 
had become too difficult. They worked for each other, 
complemented each other and completed each other. 

Erik reached back and turned the shower on. It always 
took a few minutes for the water to heat up, but he didn't 
mind. That gave him a few more minutes to hold Angel in 
his arms. He licked the seam of his lover's lips then pulled 
him in for another heated kiss. Steam poured out of the 
shower and the overspray splashed onto their bodies. The 
kiss broke with a unified hiss. They both laughed as they 
climbed beneath the water. 

"So, um... are you ready to meet my parents?" Angel 
asked. 

"The question is, are you ready to see them again?" 


Angel shrugged. "I miss them, but if Dad is anything 
like he was..." 

Erik pressed his finger to Angel's mouth and smiled. "I 
spoke to him on the phone. He said he's had a change of 
heart. He said he just wants to see his son again. So relax. 
We'll go out to dinner and see what happens. Angel, your 
parents want to know you again. They want to be a part of 
your life again. Give them that, okay?" 

"I'm doing this mostly for Mom. She really wants to be 
here for the commitment ceremony. She squealed when I 
told her I was getting kinda married." 

"Kinda married’? I think you'll be completely 
married," Erik said as he brushed his soapy hands down 
Angel's body. 

“You know what I mean." 

"I do. I'm only teasing." Erik kissed Angel's forehead, 
then spun him around to soap his backside. "We'll have 
dinner with your parents. You'll get through your exams 
with flying colors. Then, sometime this spring, we'll have 
our ceremony. If you're sure that's what you want." 

Angel's head whipped back. His lips pursed and his 
brow pinched into a frown. "Of course I want to. Why 
wouldn't I want to be committed to you? I love you." 

"I know. I just worry." Erik brushed his thumb over 
Angel's brow to smooth out the skin. "You're still young. 
You have a lifetime ahead of you. I don't want you to jump 
into something you might regret." 


Turning in his arms, Angel's hands met the firm 
mounds of Erik's chest. "First of all, you're only eight years 
older than me, so stop that. Iam old enough to know what I 
want, and you're all I want or need now. We've been happy 
together for a year. I think we can be happy for ten or 
twenty or thirty more. So, the answer is yes. I am sure I 
want to be committed to you." 


THE END 
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